
March 19, 2018 

Mr. Joel Greenberg 

Disability Rights Oregon 

511 SW 10th Ave Ste. 200 

Portland, OR  97205 

Mr. Greenberg, 

In January 2016, the Department of Corrections (DOC) entered into a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MOU) with Disability Rights Oregon (DRO) regarding the operation of the Behavioral Health Unit (BHU) 

located at the Oregon State Penitentiary (OSP). In the MOU, DOC committed to make significant 

changes in the operations and physical structure of the unit to ensure the highest level of care and 

custody for the population housed in the BHU. As part of those commitments, DOC established a target  

for the Adults in Custody to engage in an average of 10 hours per week of both “structured” out-of-cell 

time (for example, classes and treatment programs) and 10 hours per week of “unstructured” out-of-cell 

time (for example, meals, phone calls, and recreational activities). In addition, DOC committed to make 

a good faith effort to hire and retain sufficient Behavioral Health Services (BHS) staff, ensure reasonable 

access to a psychiatric provider for Adults in Custody, expand and/or create space for treatment and 

programming, improve the training of security and clinical staff dealing with mentally ill inmates, 

structure daily activities at times to ensure maximum participation, offer a wider variety and more 

exciting array of recreational equipment, and track all activity to include therapy, programming, and 

structured and unstructured time.  

It is now only two years into the four year timeframe set within the MOU, and it is my understanding 

that DRO will be conducting a mid-term review of the progress made.  Our agency would like to provide 

our assessment to DRO on the efforts made to achieve the desired outcomes. DOC has worked diligently 

at laying the foundation and framework to meet, with a goal to exceed, those commitments, recognizing 

this would be extremely difficult with existing staffing levels and physical design at the time of entering 

into the MOU. In the first two years of the MOU, DOC has made substantial strides in meeting those 

commitments, and continues to develop the foundation necessary to achieve and sustain success in the 

future.  Some of the noteworthy steps DOC has taken since January of 2016 include: 

 Increasing available treatment space: There is no dispute that additional physical space is 

necessary to meet the commitments set out in the MOU. Toward that end, DOC successfully 

obtained funding from the Legislature to build and staff an adequate BHU Treatment Space at 

the Oregon State Penitentiary. This funding includes $2.1 million for the treatment building. The 

new treatment building was constructed and put into place in February 2018, and should be 

ready for occupancy and use in June 2018. Once operational, this Treatment Space will provide 

an additional nine individual treatment spaces and four group treatment spaces making a 

significant impact on our ability to provide the effective high-quality structured treatment, 

which we are committed to providing.  

 Increasing outdoor recreational space and opportunities: An important way to increase and 

improve recreational opportunities for Adults in Custody in the BHU is to increase access to 

outdoor recreation. Over the past two years, OSP created and expanded outdoor recreational 

opportunities and saw substantial overall increases in “unstructured” time during the warmer 



and longer days in late summer and early fall of 2018. OSP is presently expanding outdoor 

recreational opportunities by creating an additional outside recreation area for the BHU that will 

increase the number of available hours for outdoor recreation.  

 Increasing security and treatment staffing: There is no dispute that additional staffing is 

necessary to meet the commitments set out in the MOU. DOC successfully obtained, in 

connection with its request for the new treatment building, funding from the Legislature for 

additional staff, including 15 additional security staff, five additional Qualified Mental Health 

Professionals (QMHPs), four support staff, and one correctional counselor. Funding for this 

increased staffing was phased-in incrementally, and DOC expects to recruit for or fill those 

positions in May 2018. As a result of this additional funding, the BHU will increase available 

QMHP positions from four (at the beginning of the MOU) to nine, and a Psychiatrist position as 

well.   

 Collaborating with experts in treating mental illness: Knowing that the commitments in the 

MOU would require substantial investments and practice changes, DOC worked closely with Dr. 

Joel Dvoskin, a nationally-recognized expert in treating mental illness in a correctional 

environment. He has provided guidance on developing effective practices, procedures, and 

programs for treating individuals who suffer potentially severe mental health illnesses or issues 

in a correctional environment. Dr. Dvoskin provides critical insight in formulating an effective 

strategy to achieve the commitments. 

 Increasing training opportunities regarding individuals with mental health concerns or in 

crisis: DOC recognizes the importance of providing training for all staff, not just those staff 

assigned to mental health units, that is focused on dealing with individuals in crisis, and 

oftentimes with a coexisting mental health illness. In 2017, all staff received eight hours of 

Mental Health First Aid training. In 2018, all staff will receive 32 hours of Crisis Intervention 

Training (CIT). Every year thereafter, DOC will be providing at least one hour of additional CIT for 

staff. Additionally, and specific to the BHU, BHS has provided specialized training to all 

correctional professionals working in the BHU regarding how to more effectively use behavioral 

therapy techniques and social learning theory in their correctional environment.   
 Increasing group treatment classes: Since the end of 2017, Behavioral Health Services has 

substantially increased the number of group therapy classes from nine classes to 17 classes 

presently, with an additional four classes to start soon. DOC anticipates that the expansion of 

group programs will lead to substantial and sustained increases in “structured” time for the 

Adults in Custody in the BHU.  

 Increasing “unstructured’ time: DOC has successfully increased the average “unstructured” out-

of-cell time for  Adults in Custody from 1.53 hours per week in the first two weeks of January 

2016 (when DOC began tracking this information pursuant to the MOU), to 6.1 hours in March 

of 2018, a nearly 400% increase. With the addition of outdoor recreational opportunities and 

better weather, “unstructured” times exceeded the 10-hour weekly target in two weeks of the 

Fall of 2017. With the ongoing changes and expanded recreational opportunities, DOC 

anticipates continued growth and progress towards the 10-hour goal during all seasons of the 

year. 

 Implementing a new and effective behavioral therapy program: In consultation with an expert 

in mental health treatment in a correctional environment, Dr. Joel Dvoskin, BHU has successfully 

established a behavior therapy program, based on a behavior therapy and social learning theory 



framework, called the “BHU Bucks Program.”  The BHU Bucks Program focuses on the 

reinforcement of desired behaviors that are identified to replace past harmful and dangerous 

behaviors that BHU residents have previously engaged or currently engaged.  

 Improving collaboration between security and mental health professionals within the BHU: To 

ensure DOC meets and sustains the commitments in the MOU, the OSP Administration has 

worked extensively with medical, mental health, and security professionals working within the 

BHU to establish a solidified team atmosphere and approach to the treatment and care of the 

Adults in Custody to ensure mental health professionals, medical professionals, and security are 

working together. The current working environment, collaboration, and camaraderie among the 

different disciplines is remarkable.  

 Maximizing effective treatment in a correctional environment: Staff are currently developing a 

structured schedule to enhance and maximize staff time and the physical space to provide the 

optimal amount of structured and unstructured time once all of the treatment space is 

complete and operational.  

 Creating new opportunities for more therapeutic environments: Recently, OSP created a 

mindfulness room for use by BHU residents.  This mindfulness room provides an environment 

which is peaceful, soothing, and therapeutic.  The space has the ability to impact the mood and 

distress of individuals during use by creating a relaxing, safe and natural environment.  

Although we have not reached our goals yet, we knew at the beginning that there would be substantial 

known and unknown hurdles to overcome. We believe all of our efforts are the foundation to meet the 

MOU commitments by the end of 2019. We have been, and continue to be, committed to provide the 

highest level of care for the Adults in Custody in the BHU. The department’s Executive Team, OSP’s 

management team, and most importantly, the staff assigned to the BHU, work tirelessly every day to 

ensure the betterment of the individuals we work with and supervise. We look forward to continuing to 

work collaboratively with DRO to move forward on these commitments and goals.  We continue to 

prioritize providing high-quality mental health care, using evidence based and best practices, so that we 

may improve the quality of life of those in our care, the safety and wellness of our institutions, and the 

health of our larger community. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Director Colette S. Peters 

Oregon Department of Corrections 

 


