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BROTHER, CAN YOU SPARE $12? HOBERMAN ON MOVIES AND HARD TIMES
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THE JAILS ARE ROCKED WHEN GUARDS ARE
INDICTED FOR USING INMATES AS ENFORCERS
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ighteenmonthsafterthe Voice first
reportedcases ofjail guards using
inmates as enforcers, Bronx Dis.
trictAttorney Robert.Johnson has
madeacriminal case thatslices to

the core of the problem,
The indictment, unsealed
50 : January 22, alleges that guards
Michael McKie and Khalid Nelson handpicked and
oversaw agangofinmates whobeatand terrorized
otherinmates, and extorted money and privileges
from them over a four-month period in a teenage
unitatthe Robert N. Davoren Center (RNDC), cul-
‘minating in the murder by inmates of 18-year-old
Christopher Robinson on October 18, They called

their operation “The Program.”

The indictment lists at least seven teenage vic-
tims, but there were “scores” more who were vic-
timized, Assistant District A ttorney James Goward
said at the arraipnment two weeks ago. Numerous
inmates gave information to investigators to hel p
build evidence that showed a troubling pattern of

“misconduct right under the noses of jail officials,
A\ “[McKie]was notsimply theauthor ofa crime,”
Gaward told a judge. “He was the architect of a
criminal enterprise that recruited and trained in-
matestoinflictviolence. Th ey turned jailinto almost
anightmare environment.”

The blockbuster case forced Correction Com-
missioner Martin Horn, for the firsttime, to discuss
theissue befora the assembled media. Buthe took
a defensive posture, saying that he had no

- inkling of the problem, “I don't know that
any of us believed that anything like this
could happen,” he told reporters at the
Bronx District Attorney’s office,

In fact, Horn was well aware of the
problem. The Voice had been writing
articles on the subject long before
Robinson’s death, The newspaper first
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putquestions to Horn and his aides about guards
deputizing inmates (often members of the Bloods
gang) asenforcers in the summer of: 2007 and kept
writing articles about the problem over the next
yearandahalf—articles that some law enforcement
officials credited with placinga publicspotlight on
the problem.

Eventhough Hornwas receivinginformationon
these incidents duringthatentire period, itremains
unclear whether he did anything to address the
problem in the months leading up to the Robinson
murder.

Itwas onlyafter Robinson was killed thathe took
action: He suspended several officers, transferred
severalmid-level managers, forced the retirementof
a chief, and reshuffled the roles of his senior staff,

Horntold reporters that he installed video cam-
eras in the jails and now has the right to monitor
inmates’ phone conversations. “We investigate
every serious injury,” he said, pointing out that the
Robinson homicide was the first at Rikers in four
years.*We traih ourofficers to maintaina standard of

care. Iftheallegations prove true, these officers have
stained the good name of thousands of: officers.”

Rose Gil Hearn, commissioner of the city De-
partment of Investigation, called the case “the
worst” she has ever seen in the jails, and has rec-
ommended addingmorevideo camerasand making

changesto poiicicsslm‘oundingac«:csstuteleplmncs
and the commissary,

Horn’s spokesman, Ste phen Morello, later pro-
videdthe Voicewithalistof; thingsthe commissioner
hasdoneandis doingtoaddressthe problem,includ-
ingimprovingthe staff-inmate ratioin high-risk teen
housingareastolin 25—z move thatadvocates have
been demanding for years,

Morello says Horn has also ordered guards to
checkinmatestorsos forbruisesand otherevidenca
of violence at RNDC. He has expanded a program
that provides better training to guards who work
with teens—another thing that advocatés wanted.
And, according to More] lo, Horn has ordered staff
members toinvestigate everyseriousinjury,includ-
ing apparentaceidents,

“While one inmate homicide is too many, the
NYC jails compare quite favorab] ywithotherlarge
city systems on this point,” Morello says, citing
federal stats that show the homicide rate in the
city jails being far better than those of Baltimore,
Philadelphia, Los Angeles, or Chicago.

AsforHorn's commentin the pressconference,
Morello tells the Voice that the commissioner “did
not say that he was never aware, nor did he claim
1o prior knowledge of the possibility or even ac-
tual allegations” of officers deputizing inmates as
enforcers,




nspiracy, and cortupti

ers Fight Club fromp13

He commented that the nature of the
iers’ complicity charged in the Rob-
nindictment and its consequences
teded any such thing in his experience,”
ello says. “In other words, he and we
pfcourse, aware of prior cases.”

ccordingto theindictment, McKie
and Nelson handpickedupto12in-
matestoactasenforcersoneachof
the two wings of the RNDC hous-
ing unit known as “One Main.”
he enforcers were called “The Team.”
iguards taught them how to use wres-
I"h{)lds like a full nelson, to secure
u‘ns during a beating. They told them to
chthe torsos of their victims so as not
ave injuries that would be easily seen
ther staff. In exchange for performing
ings on their orders, the members of the
mhad the right to extort phone privi-
sand a fixed percentage of the com-
sary account from the other inmates.
What that meant is that they could use
irinmates’ phone accounts to make
i, force them to buy snacks for them,
:xtrafood, and even choose where
rsatin the day room. The members
1e Team also got to roam the units
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THE VOICE HAD BEEN WRITING ARTICLES

ON THE SUBJECT LONG BEFORE INMATE
CHRISTOPHER ROBINSON'S DEATH.

freely, unlike the other inmates, and they

had the power to tell inmates whether

they were allowed out of their cells and

whether they could go to the bathroom.
The practice evolved its own kind

of slang. Inmates were asked, “Are

you with the Program?”—or, in short-

hand, “Are you with it?” If the inmate

‘refused, he would be beaten. The

beatings were called “spankings.”

Prosecutors say McKie and Nelson
also developed a series of signals to
warn each other that a supervisor was
arriving in the unit. They also failed to
report assaults, lied in reports they did
file, ordered inmates to make false state-
ments, and hid injured inmates in cells
to avoid scrutiny from supervisors.

The campaign climaxed on October
18, when several inmates beat Robinson
to death after he refused to go along with
the Program. Robinson likely bled to death
internally over along period, perhaps 12
hours. One of his ribs pierced his lung,
causing the fatal bleeding, sources said.
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Robinson might have avoided the
fatal beating altogether had the depart-
ment listened to the recommendation
of a deputy warden and transferred the
youth into a more secure area, follow-
ing his involvement in a prior fight. He
also might have survived had hisinjuries
been treated in a timely manner. His fam-
ily has asserted that he sought medical
care in the jail’s clinic, but was turned
away because he did not have a pass.

MecKie, Nelson, and a third officer,
Denise Albright, pleaded not guilty to
gang assault, conspiracy, and corrup-
tionin their arraignment. They were
not charged in Robinson’s death.

“This case is a web of lies built by in-
mates,” said McKie’s lawyer, Joey Jackson.
“My client has a record of unblemished
service. He has served with honor and
justice. In an effort to save themselves,
the inmates are pointing fingers.”

Carolyn McKie told the Voice that her
son won a basketball scholarship to Buf-
falo State, but returned home to care for his

Ca

child, “None of this is true,” she said.
never had a record. Whatis going on
Norman Seabrook, head of the co
rection officers’ union, said the depa
ment was scapegoating the officerst
avoid taking responsibility itself. “Th
is just another case of the departmen
looking to blame someone else forits
own mistakes,” he told the Voice.
Sidney Schwartzbaum, union lea
for deputy wardens and assistantde|
wardens, agreed with Seabrook. “Ha
they followed the recommendation,
wouldn’t even be having this convery
he said. “My mother used to say, ‘Wh
gets done in the dark will come to lig
and that will be true in this case as w1
The Robinson case was only the
est example of a problem at RNDC|
other jails, which the Voice has beel
following since the summer 0f 200!
There was the case of Camillo Da
las and Luis Soriano, two inmates in
RNDC, who were assaulted by Bloog
members after their cell doors mysté
ously opened shortly before 11 p.m:a
April 16,2007 RNDC is the same faci
where Christopher Robinson was ki
Douglas and Soriano both sustain
stab wounds and bruising, but theya
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