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NEWSLETTER
ORGANIZING FOR ABOLITION ACROSS WALLS

Letter from the Editors
Decarcerate Western Mass began organizing in response to the pandemic in
the spring, with the speci c goals of: working in the short-term to get people
out of jails and prisons during this dangerous public health crisis; organizing
in the long-term to reimagine our communities beyond the carceral system;
strengthening existing abolitionist work through coalition building and
strategic support; and amplifying and responding to the needs of
incarcerated people and their families. As we write these words, outbreaks of
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COVID are wreaking havoc in Massachusetts
prisons, and despite the authority to do so,
neither the Governor nor the Legislature have
taken steps to substantively reduce the jail or
prison population. Rather than release people,
the State has recklessly abandoned incarcerated
people to potential exposure, illness, and even
death. Now, as ever, the ght continues to
ensure the needs of incarcerated people (for
safety, for connection, for visibility, for freedom)
are met. In struggle, DWM.

Countering Propaganda
By Haley Fortin

One of the most frustrating aspects about the
Connecticut River Valley and liberalism in
general is the persistent myth that the carceral
state is less violent in liberal areas. Most notably,
police and sheri ’s departments in Western
Massachusetts constantly create and propagate
the ctitious narrative that carceral violence
does not occur here because jails are focused on “treatment” for substance
use or mental health. In this way, much of our work in Decarcerate Western
MA has focused on countering propaganda from local police and sheri ’s
departments.

Image of a person in a
cell in MCIFramingham

To elaborate, the Hampden County Sheri ’s Department (HCSD) and
Sheri Nick Cocchi uphold the narrative that incarceration may be brutal in
other, more conservative parts of the country but here in Western MA the
prison system is far more humane with a
focus on mental health and substance
healing. This is evidenced by this recent post
from the Hampden County Sheri ’s
Department, declaring that HCSD had
“helped” thousands of people with substance
use. In reality, the HCSD causes immeasurable harm to families and
communities by breaking them up and putting people in cages. Putting
someone in a cage, away from their family, community, and potential support
systems will not help with substance use in any way, shape, or form. It does
the exact opposite. In fact, the trauma of incarceration is directly related to

“the lens of
“care” can be a
lens of violence”
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substance use. Furthermore, drug users are human beings who deserve compassion, housing,
food, and safety. Instead of trying to ensure sobriety, we must tackle the systems of why many
people need to get high: poverty caused by capitalism, the stress and trauma of being a
marginalized person, and/or the trauma of incarceration or having a loved one be incarcerated. Zoë
Dodd and Alexander McClelland expand on the problems with idealizing sobriety in their piece,
“The Revolution Will Not be Sober: the problem with notions of ‘radical sobriety’ & ‘intoxication
culture.’” Moreover, by highlighting prisons, jails, and incarceration as some sort of treatment for
drug use, the HCSD position themselves and the carceral state as justifying carceral violence by
providing “care” to incarcerated people. In countering this narrative, Decarcerate Western Mass
understands how the lens of “care” can be a lens of violence. Care is the opposite of incarceration.
Care is not coercive. Care requires community support, rather than capitalist individualism. Disabled
people and disability justice activists have long been creating pathways for community care rooted
in compassion, justice, and collective liberation. Writer and disability/ transformative justice worker
Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha discusses the radical potential of care in her book Care Work:
Dreaming Disability Justice.
In addition to the HCSD’s insistence that they provide healing for substance use, Sheri
Cocchi tries to position them as a pillar of mental health support and awareness. In an almost
comical post, the HCSD boasts of having a therapy dog. This type of feel-good pro-police
propaganda has a far more sinister purpose of obscuring the fact that incarceration is inherently
traumatic. Our incarcerated comrades are frequently subject to all types of degrading abuse and
torture. Solitary con nement is one of the worst forms of psychological torture that has devastating
impacts on mental health. Therefore, no matter how many therapy dogs the HCSD has, prisons are
diametrically opposed to mental health and healing.
Decarcerate Western MA’s social media presence has focused in part on responding to
these carceral lies from Sheri Cocchi and the HCSD. Above all, our response is rooted in the
rejection of liberal reforms to prisons and police. Our social media responses underscore the notion
that therapy dogs, substance counselors, or “progressive” faces do not lessen the violence of
incarceration. We must continue to hold uncompromising abolitionist principles when facing the
HCSD propaganda.

A View from the ‘inside’: We need understanding, not pity
By Josh Cruz, Hampden County Jail

Hello. First and foremost I want to thank you for giving me and my peers a platform to voice
ourselves. Especially in a world where people are to believe that felons and people who are
incarcerated are the scum of the ocean. So the second people nd out you’ve been guilty of a crime
or even had to ght charges behind fenced in walls, they automatically become afraid of you, or
believe that you’re a loser and barely believe you deserve a second chance. The sad reality is that
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no matter what you do to prove to people you are not a monster or a loser or unworthy of a second
chance there's a low percentage that their view on such
a person will never change…
I wanna tell you my story. I won’t go into full
detail because that’ll take too much time and paper and
years to understand. But anyways as a kid my mother
did any and everything to keep a roof over mines and
my sisters heads. Growing up for me wasn’t easy
because the man in my moms life who raised me since I
was 9 months until 16 use to beat me like I was a grown
man and these beating seemed to be everyday. I used
to think and believe I deserved these beatings because
in school I’d take my emotions and anger out. So I was
suspended a lot and with those suspensions came
beatings. There was never no talking. These beatings
usually occurred when my mother wasn’t home. At the
age of 10 I ran away but nobody would listen not even
Image of Hampden County Jail and House of
the police. The police knew my dad because we lived in
Correction
a small town, and they always viewed him as a hard
working man who had a step kid who made up lies so
his mother would leave. It wasn’t until I kept on running
away and trying to jump o a bridge did the police and town take notice…
She nally left him when I was 16. But the damage was already done, I was a growing boy
with no male gure and a lot of anger. I started getting in trouble with the law which resulted in
Smith VOC expelling me. I was in the 10th grade. I never got a chance to go to another school.
Northampton’s County Jail became my home school for the next 2 years. I never had a juvi record
and was going through a tough time in my life when I committed the crimes that sent me away.
When I came home at 19 almost 20 I met a girl shortly after, she knew my past and my jail sentence
and didn’t judge me. I still had 5 years of probation when I came home and I ended up completing
that probation successfully. I ended up having a child and I was able to nd someone to give me a
chance and hire me to my rst job. I was able to stay grounded and out of jail for a very long time.
That relationship didn’t end up working out and a while later I got with a new woman. This woman
became my ance but the road was long and stressful because her parents didn’t approve of me
because of me being in jail before and because of my record. They use to call me a loser, a low life
and also say that I was a man who could never amount to anything in life. They would also go on to
say that I wouldn’t be able to provide for her since I was a felon. At this point they didn’t even know
me or even met me yet.
Eventually she got her parents to agree on getting to know me and also met me. Over the
course of my relationship with this woman her parents came to respecting me as a man and for
what I stood for. I also got an apology from them and they stated that they would look at people
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who have gone to jail di erently. From there I was given the blessing from her family to ask her to
marry me. But everything came crashing down when I got into an accident that broke my leg and
foot. I was then put on a bunch of painkillers at this point in my life. I would’ve never imagined the
damage and pain that these pills would do to my life and e ect it would do to my loved ones.
Addiction plagued my life from 25 to 28 and within that time I lost everything I worked so hard on
establishing. I even lost my ance. Shortly after this I started coming to jail again. I’m 2 years sober
now :) I just hope and pray I can do something with my life. So that’s a preview of myself. I didn’t tell
you this little story for pity. I told it so you and others can see that it is possible for people to view
men and women who are and have been incarcerated di erently and not the stigma that our world
likes to make seem. So I do know rst hand that you can change peoples views on things and of
you. But only with time and understanding. The key word being understanding.
One thing that I do believe is that jails and prisons will always exist. The reason why being
that way too many people, especially politicians, pro t from them. If people were to really
understand and see what does go on behind these walls and fences they would come to
understand what is wrong with society today. Jails and prisons is our modern day slavery trade. We
are nothing but numbers in
a system. No one and I
mean no one is exempt
from these walls. People
need to realize would they
want their children to go
through this?...Finding
other solutions is as simple
as helping people build
futures, have careers so
people can support their
loved ones. Like drug
dealers, I’m sure if men and
women could get a decent
job with a decent wage
that’ll help support their
families they wouldn’t go
back to that lifestyle. Life
after prison is hard so a lot
of people do what they know and in exchange they keep a roof over their heads and food on the
table. But at the same time these drugs damage someone else’s life and takes food o their table.
This is a door that will always go round and round and never close.
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Entry Denied
By Danielle Squillante
The coronavirus pandemic has, in addition to changing how we move in public spaces and how we work,
shifted how we can organize for change. Though the rebellions against police violence have renewed the
strategic use of the streets as a site of resistance, as hundreds and thousands of people don masks to
confront police terror, a signi cant portion of organizing work has moved into Zoom rooms, slack channels,
Google docs, and other online platforms. For all forms of social justice organizing this has complicated how
we can connect to members of the community we seek to build relationships with and who are impacted by
the issues we contest. For abolitionists in Massachusetts, the closing of jails and prisons to outside visitors
and the rolling use of lockdowns to contain the spread of coronavirus and retaliate against organizers behind
the wall, has placed additional constraints on the ow of information. It is critical to abolitionist praxis to forge
reciprocal and collaborative relationships with people behind the wall, not only because they are most
impacted by the criminal legal system. They are also best positioned to inform organizers on the conditions
inside jails and prisons and co-develop strategic responses to existing issues.
The challenges of organizing during the pandemic became clear during a recent jail voting initiative
that was spearheaded on the state level by Kristina Mensik of Common Cause and elly kalfus of the
Emancipation Initiative. The Election Protection Behind Bars Coalition, as it was called, collaborated with
county based volunteers and
organizations to ensure that eligible
incarcerated voters had access to the
information and resources needed to vote
in the 2020 election. Individuals who are in
jail on pretrial detention, who are
incarcerated for a misdemeanor
conviction, or are civilly committed
maintain the right to vote in the Commonwealth. As specially quali ed voters, they are not required to register
to vote but are able to apply for an absentee ballot using their current or last known address, or use the jail as
their domicile if they can satisfy residency requirements set out by the state. But most eligible voters aren’t
aware that they can vote, nor are there orchestrated voting drives in most of the jails (where people are held
pretrial) or houses of correction (where people serve sentences).
In Hampshire County, Lois Ahrens of the Real Cost of Prisons Project and I collaborated with Janet
Kline, the paralegal at the Law Library, to ensure that individuals who were eligible to vote were aware of their
eligibility, had access to absentee ballot applications, were aware of the voting process and deadlines, and
had access to candidate information. We supplied Janet with information on the special status of incarcerated
voters, questions around residency, information from the City Clerk in Northampton and the Secretary of the
Commonwealth’s Elections Division, as well as posters and a candidate information packet. Janet used her
position in the Law Library to publicize eligibility criteria and support voters in securing resources needed to
engage in the voting process. According to the 10/8/2020 COVID-19 update from Hampshire Sheri
Cahillane, seventeen men held on pretrial were interested in voting, eleven of whom had never voted before.
Because of the heightened interest in protecting the vote in the 2020 Election generally and the organizing
e orts of the statewide coalition more speci cally, local media and state o cials (particularly Rep. Lindsay
Sabadosa) called attention to the de facto disenfranchisement of incarcerated voters in the Commonwealth
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and highlighted statewide and local initiatives to increase voter turnout in jails and houses of correction. When
journalists asked to be connected with people behind the wall who were voting in the election, we were
unable to make that connection because of a lack of pre-existing relationships with incarcerated individuals or
their families, as well as an inability to forge new connections because of COVID restrictions and lockdowns.
We do not know whether voting initiatives happened inside the jails and houses of correction, we do not know
with certainty how many people voted or didn’t vote, nor do we know what kept people from voting. Any
information we have came from the Sheri s and their sta . Since the Sheri s are not accountable to anyone,
and can decide what does or does not happen inside their jails, there is no mechanism for ensuring that all
eligible incarcerated voters have the opportunity to engage in the voting process.
Despite our best e orts, it is unclear how successful the voting initiative was. What we do know is
that the Commonwealth needs clear procedures that ensure all eligible voters who are incarcerated can
participate in elections, as well as oversight and accountability measures that ensure voting is happening
inside the jails and houses of correction. The ght for the enfranchisement of incarcerated voters is only
beginning, as we organize not only to ensure that already eligible voters have access to the ballot, but
endeavor to re-enfranchise people serving time for a felony conviction [the right was stripped in 2000].

Need to Know
These brief updates are designed to inform people of important changes or occurrences that have happened
over the past couple months. As we write these words, outbreaks of COVID are happening in our communities
both behind the wall and in cities and towns across the Commonwealth. Had Massachusetts legislators
passed the Decarceration Bill under COVID (H.4652) introduced in March by Representative Lindsay
Sabadosa, it would have signi cantly reduced jail and prison populations, thereby creating safer conditions
inside prisons and jails and likely dampening any outbreaks that did occur.
For further information, visit the Real Cost of Prisons Project Facebook page, which posts daily about
news, organizing, information about mass incarceration, COVID and resistance to the criminal legal system in
Massachusetts and around the country.

ff

ff

fi

ff

fi

7

ff

Newsletter

Decarcerate Western Mass

Autumn Edition 2020

Calls for Support!

Trans Asylum Seeker Support Network
Support the organizing and community building work of TASSN of
Massachusetts by joining or donating to current fundraising campaigns.
TASSN is an abolitionist mutual aid network providing critical support to
trans and genderqueer asylum seekers. Check out their work and nd links
to donate here: https://linktr.ee/transasylumsupport/
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Whose Corner Is It Anyway
Whose Corner Is It Anyway is a Western MA mutual aid, harm reduction, political education, and organizing
group led by stimulant and opioid using low-income, survival, or street-based sex workers. All members are
current or former low income sex workers. All members either use/have used stimulants and/or opioids, are/
have been homeless, or work/ have worked outside. We low-income sex workers have created a regular
community and organizing meeting for ourselves--a haven.
The ultimate focus of the project is on the needs and goals of low-income, street-based, and/or survival sex
workers who use the so-called "hard drugs"--stimulants and opioids--and/or experience housing insecurity.
These workers take the brunt of the criminalization and stigma of sex work, so they deserve to be the ones
calling the shots on how to ght back.
You can support their work by contributing donations to their Go Fund Me: https://gf.me/u/y2p8nh

Want to Organize with Us?
Decarcerate Western Mass meets every Monday night as a group to develop strategy, provide
updates from our working groups, and build trust as a community of committed abolitionists. Come
build the movement for decarceration and abolition in Franklin, Hampshire, and Hampden counties
during times of crisis and beyond. Consult our Facebook and Instagram for updates, or contact us
via email at decarceratewmass@gmail.com. Or write us at: Decarcerate Western Mass, PO Box
1172, 37 Bridge Street, Northampton, MA 01060
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Take Action!
Defund Sheri s’ Departments:
Oppose any increased funding to the Sheri s’ Departments. For Fiscal Year 2019, the Hampden County
Sheri ’s Department was appropriated $84,522,526. Despite decreases in the jail populations, its budget
continues to expand with notable increases in funds spent on wages & salaries (81% of the total budget).
Sheri ’s lobby the State Legislature for their funding, so call your Senator or Representative and demand
reductions to the budget!

End Section 35:
Massachusetts is the only state in the country that uses prisons or jails to detain individuals who are civilly
committed for drug addiction treatment by the courts. The Stonybrook Stabilization and Treatment Center in
the Hampden County Jail contains 85 beds and opened in 2018. The DOC runs the Massachusetts Alcohol
and Substance Use Center in Plymouth. Legally, women cannot be sent to the Section 35 treatment centers in
Ludlow or Plymouth, and pending litigation is seeking to end the use of jails or prison for male identi ed
individuals as well. Support legislation and litigation to end Section 35.

Challenge Public Narratives:
America runs on punishment. In addition to the messaging that comes out of the Sheri s’ Departments and
the DOC, popular media and culture maintains deeply problematic and lopsided narratives of criminality,
violence, policing, and incarceration. In the Pioneer Valley, those dominant narratives are rarely challenged or
critiqued within mainstream media. Pay attention to how carceral solutions are pushed by the media, and
write Letters to the Editor or Opinion pieces to contest default narratives that bolster the carceral
system.

Advocate for Progressive Legislation:
In March, Representative Lindsay Sabadosa introduced legislation (H.4652) to decarcerate jails and prisons in
response to COVID, which was disproportionately endangering the lives of incarcerated people throughout the
country. The legislation did not pass, and now we are witnessing outbreaks in Massachusetts prisons and
continued lockdowns in prisons and jails. Legislation matters. Ask your Senator or Representative for a
meeting to determine what steps they are taking to decarcerate jails and prisons. Advocate for
progressive legislation that protects the safety and well-being of incarcerated people in
Massachusetts.

Support Incarcerated People:
Public pressure can mean the di erence between someone going to solitary for speaking out against jail or
prison conditions OR being issued a warning. It can force o cials to investigate retaliation in a prison or jail
with transparency and accountability. The system will not police or reform itself. Inform yourself about what
is happening behind the wall. Real Cost of Prisons Project, for example, publishes writings from
incarcerated people on their website and Prisoners’ Legal Services of Massachusetts tracks important
information in the “In the News” section of their website. When something does happen, put pressure on
o cials to demand an end to the abuses and a rm the dignity and rights of incarcerated people.
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