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INTRODUCTION 

People Against Prisons Aotearoa is an organisation committed to 
ending the violence of prisons. In our work as penpals, advocates, 
and friends to our incarcerated whānaunga and members, our non-
incarcerated members have come to hear their stories of suffering, 
courage, and survival. These stories, like the people who tell them, 
struggle to be heard outside the prison walls. We hope this 
anthology can serve as a way of bringing these experiences into the 
open, where the consequences of New Zealand’s brutal, racist 
criminal justice system can be reckoned with. 

Prisoners often point to their time in solitary confinement as one of 
the worst experiences of incarceration. Solitary confinement is 
where you are held in a cell, with no meaningful human contact, 
for 22-24 hours a day. The Department of Corrections maintains 
that solitary confinement does not exist in New Zealand’s prisons, 
an administrative lie they are able to tell because they do not have 
a specific unit called a ‘solitary confinement unit’. Information 
released to us in 2017 showed that, whether or not Corrections calls 
it solitary, someone is placed into conditions which meet the 
United Nations’ definition of solitary confinement 12,000 times 
every year. The use of isolation is widespread, and its effects far-
reaching. These letters are a chronicle of the frustration, the pain, 
and the abuse that solitary confinement inflicts on people every 
day. 

Two of the most common reasons prisoners are punished with 
solitary confinement are suicidality and violent behaviour. When 
someone’s behaviour is deemed unacceptable, they are placed in a 
mental health unit or a management cell, both of which use 
solitary confinement. However, solitary confinement actually 
worsens mental health, and makes aggressive impulses harder to 
control, meaning they are more likely to be put in solitary again in 
the future. This self-defeating, pointless loop is sort of a microcosm 
of the prison system as a whole. Supposedly aimed at making 
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communities safe, the use of incarceration tears apart families, 
negatively impacts people’s physical and mental wellbeing, and 
leaves people with a stigma that drastically reduces their 
opportunities for housing, work, and education when they leave 
prison. Like solitary confinement, prisons only  worsen the social 
problems which cause crime in the first place. Locking people away 
will never be a solution. 

In order to actually address these problems, we must deal with 
their underlying causes. In Aotearoa, this means attacking and 
destroying the racist, capitalist social order which creates such 
immense inequality. People Against Prisons Aotearoa exists to 
undertake this work. This anthology, and the voices it brings out of 
the prison gates, are part of a growing effort to demonstrate the 
political unity between incarcerated and non-incarcerated people 
fighting for a better world. In the struggle to liberate people of all 
walks of life from the yoke of oppression, the struggle against the 
horrors of isolation and incarceration is one piece of the puzzle. 

While many of the experiences in this booklet are harrowing to 
read, getting them out in the open is the first step towards making 
sure no one else ever has to endure this torment again. We hope 
these stories inspire you to join us in sweeping away the prisons 
and building a new world. 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EAMON 02/10/17 

To People Against Prisons Aotearoa, 

It’s great that you're bringing solitary confinement to people's 
attention, so big ups for this. I would like to speak on certain issues 
regarding myself, and on behalf of all prisoners who are suffering, 
and who have suffered in the past. For me personally, solitary has 
had a great effect on me. I was locked up in a Management Unit for 
24 hours a day, not 23, so where was that bit of freedom for me? I 
was isolated for several days, I became suicidal, and I was self 
harming. I ended up going to hospital on several occasions, under 
escort, and afterwards I was usually returned to the At Risk Unit 
where we are woken every 15 minutes for observation. These things 
happened in Mt Eden Prison. I’m now stationed at Auckland’s 
Paremoremo Maximum Security Prison. When I look back at this, I 
personally believe it wasn’t professional. Now, speaking on behalf 
of prisoners, I feel for them. Who knows what they may be going 
through? Isolation, especially in the At Risk Unit or even 
Management, can drive them to do wicked things, e.g. self harm, 
thoughts of suicide, yelling, and swearing. As I have confessed in 
the past, Corrections officers abuse segregated prisoners behind 
closed doors. 

I want you to speak on behalf of me. I speak from the heart. 
Isolation needs to be replaced, and proper programmes put in 
place. The reason that prisoners end up in isolation is because they 
may have been in a fight, etc… Why are these things happening? 
Because some prisoners have no support whatsoever. I’m speaking 
on behalf of remanded prisoners, and in special circumstances, 
sentenced prisoners… 

I believe the things I have described are true, and I believe there 
can be some resolution to this. 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HENARE 02/10/17 

Dear PAPA, 

My story begins on 9 May 2016, when I was taken to Spring Hill 
Corrections Facility to begin my sentence. I arrived in tears and in 
shock about what had just happened in court. I was automatically 
taken to Spring Hill’s “At Risk Unit.” I had no idea what it was, nor 
did I know what segregation or mainstream were. I was taken 
straight to At Risk, where I was stripped of my clothes, my 
underwear, and my dignity. I was stripped naked in front of three 
guards, two men and one woman, and I was made to wear a tunic 
with no underwear. Then I was taken to a single cell and locked in 
for exactly 48 hours, not knowing what I was entitled to after the 
48 hours had passed. I was asked if I would like to go to a TV room 
for an hour, and as this was my first time in prison, I had no idea 
what prison was like or how it was run. On day three I was taken 
from my cell and told that I was going to board a bus and was to 
head down to Waikeria Prison, but was told by Corrections staff 
that I would be returning to Spring Hill in exactly seven days. 

I arrived at Waikeria, was immediately taken to the At Risk Unit, 
and locked in a cold, dirty, dark, windowless cell. It made me feel 
even more depressed than I already was. I had been officially 
diagnosed under the Mental Health Act as suffering from anxiety 
and depression. The staff at the At Risk Unit are not trained in 
mental health issues, nor are they trained nurses. For six weeks I 
was held in the At Risk Unit with no sheets, no pillow, no 
underwear. I wasn’t told that I could write letters to anyone, or that 
I could make purchases with the P119 service. During those six 
weeks I tried to tell Corrections staff as well as nurses that I was no 
longer at risk. On numerous occasions I said to them that I would 
like to go back to my unit and that I was never actually at risk of 
harming myself or others in the first place. I was told that the only 
way you can transfer is to go back to Spring Hill, because I was not 
a Waikeria prisoner, and the only reason that I was at Waikeria was 
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because all the isolation cells at Spring Hill were full. I asked every 
day when I would be returning and was told “a few days” every day 
for six weeks. 

While I was in that unit, there was a female guard on duty most 
days. The first time I came in contact with her was within the first 
week that I was there. I could hear her being nasty to other 
prisoners, swearing at them and calling them names. One day she 
asked me if I would like to go to the yard. I said no because it was a 
very cold day and about to rain. She said to me, “OH BIT OF A 
FAGGOT ARE YOU?” I didn’t reply to that, as I felt embarrassed. 
She made me awful about myself. The next day she came back, 
banged on the door with her foot, looked through the glass at me 
and said, “Hey fag, you going to the yard?” I looked at her and she 
was grinning back at me through the glass. Again, I didn’t answer. 
Instead, I just rolled over and faced the wall, and because I did this 
she yelled out as loud as she could, “FAGGOT IN CELL 12 IS 
CRYING LIKE A BABY” and laughed. Honestly, I just wanted to 
die. A Corrections staff member who treats a mental health patient 
the way that she did should not be working in a prison. I tried to 
ask other guards and nurses what her name was so I could put a 
complaint in, but no one would tell me. I asked for a complaint 
form but was told that none were printed out. There was nothing 
else I could do about it. Every day she was on duty she would 
antagonise me, and other guards on duty would simply turn away. 

That was my experience with At Risk. I would never put myself in 
that situation again, and I would never wish that on my worst 
enemy. 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SIMON 01/11/17 

Dear PAPA, 

I have been in two At Risk Units, in Whanganui and Rimutaka. I 
have written out the conditions prisoners are kept in on 3 pages. 
The Rimutaka At Risk is far worse than Whanganui and the 
difference is staff. I watched your group on the news the other day 
and was impressed. If the Department of Corrections is saying it 
does not do “solitary confinement” it is lying. 

What they do at Rimutaka in the At Risk Unit is solitary 
confinement. As is any sentence of cell confinement in any prison 
in NZ. 

It’s been a few years since I was in a Management Unit, but that 
was also solitary confinement. 

Any period of time when a prisoner is denied the right of 
association must by definition be solitary confinement. Saying 
otherwise is simply semantics. 

My worst experience in recent times was in the Rimutaka At Risk 
Unit in 2015. 

I was transferred to Rimutaka against my will and upon arrival 
refused to speak. I was placed in the round room with the light left 
on for four days. I was given 3 squares of toilet paper for ablutions. 
It was very deliberately meant to punish and demean. But there is 
absolutely no way in which a prisoner can prove that such things 
happened. 

Thank you for your time. 
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Rimutaka At Risk Unit 

• An attitude that the prisoners are an inconvenience to staff’s 
leisure. 

• The unit has a well stocked kitchen which seems to be the 
meeting place for movements staff and medical staff. Prisoners 
being able to view these meetings is undesirable and so prisoners 
are locked inside most afternoons. This was the case in 2015 and 
seems to be the case in 2017, although there is one new staff 
member who is of the opinion that locking at-risk prisoners up 
for long periods of time is not helpful to their mental health. If 
she is on, prisoners get out in the afternoon. 

• No TV. 
• No association between prisoners. Effectively solitary 

confinement. 
• No pens or pencils in cells. 
• Few books or magazines. 
• Restricted toilet paper in “round rooms”. 

This is a very mentally taxing unit for prisoners. The one thing and 
only thing it has is this new staff member, and she is fighting 
against the entrenched attitudes of the other staff, who want to do 
as little as possible. 

Whanganui At Risk Unit 

• An attitude of care. 
• Unlock morning and afternoon. 
• Prisoners can associate in day room or yard. 
• TV in day room. 
• Allowed pencil in cell. 
• Has a lot of books and magazines. 
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STEWART 05/10/17 

Dear PAPA, 

I have been incarcerated since 2002 and during that time I have 
served a significant amount of time in solitary confinement, in 
Management Units or At Risk Units. 

It always strikes me when I see items on TV regarding the 
treatment of prisoners overseas and the sense of outrage the NZ 
media has at the treatment of these people. That same treatment, 
or worse, is also being meted out to New Zealanders in New 
Zealand prisons. 

I watched an item about a Chinese artist/activist who was arrested 
and locked up under 24 hour surveillance. This happens routinely in 
NZ prisons. 

In my experience Rimutaka Prison is one of the worst for “missing” 
mail. There are processes in place to protect prisoners’ rights while 
in solitary which are routinely ignored. It’s virtually impossible to 
prove though. 

I have a fairly good understanding of what my rights are and have 
represented myself successfully in judicial review proceedings 
against the Department of Corrections on several occasions. 

I know for a fact my rights have been breached on numerous 
occasions while in prison and especially while in At Risk Units. The 
problem is that most of the time it is impossible to prove. It comes 
down to your word against Corrections Officers. Camera footage is 
only kept for about two weeks. 

A key part of exposing abuses of prisoners rights would be 
increasing the length of time camera footage is kept before it is 
erased. 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“It’s very difficult and stressful to be caged up for these very 
long hours, especially being a remand detainee with no 
education or programs available.”

“The cell confinements range from 22 to 23 hours, and 
sometimes even 24 hours if the prisoner is unaware of his 
rights and entitlements.”



HĒMI 17/10/17 

To: People Against Prisons Aotearoa 

Good greetings, 

First of all, thank yous for the major concern about prison 
treatment of prisoners. 

I was arrested on the 7th June 2016. I’ve been housed in Auckland’s 
Maximum Security prison, where I have been subjected to 22 hour 
cell confinement. I received no education or programs, and only 
limited access to legal calls and shower. There is a time limit of 20 
minutes total within which to make calls, shower, and do cell 
cleaning. 

Sentenced/convicted prisoners (the majority) here have no real 
hope of going home. Therefore it’s not a healthy environment for 
first time prisoners to be housed in, especially Auckland’s 
maximum security prison. 

In my time here, I can say my treatment has been wholly negative 
and disturbing. Why? I’ve been provoked and attacked by prison 
guards. They attacked me in my own cell in hopes of avoiding 
camera detection. Since then, they have been very elusive in their 
attempts to cover up this serious attack. This is a traditional 
technique they employ in all serious situations. It extends to 
propaganda, distributed to news media, in hopes of proving that 
they are always in the right and showing the public that they are 
rehabilitating prisoners. Which in fact is only the 5% of prisoners 
who are nearly at the end of their sentences. 

What’s wrong with the remand detainees being detained here? It’s 
definitely cruel and inhumane treatment. In fact, that goes for 
sentenced prisoners too. 
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It’s very difficult and stressful to be caged up for these very long 
hours, especially being a remand detainee with no education or 
programs available. The cell confinements range from 22 to 23 
hours, and sometimes even 24 hours if the prisoner is unaware of 
his rights and entitlements. In my experience, these are 
intentionally hidden to keep prisoners helpless and clueless. 

What’s the difference between remand detainees and sentenced 
prisoners here in Auckland Regional Prison? Sentenced prisoners 
are classified as either maximum security, high security, low-
medium, or low-minimum. Each classification is reviewed every 6 
months to see whether the prisoner will be reclassified to a lower 
or higher classification, depending on behaviour misconducts, 
sentence term, and other changes. 

However, a remand detainee is not eligible or obligated for a review 
on classification because they are not a sentenced prisoner. They 
are only treated as maximum security. This applies in Auckland 
Regional Prison. In my case, and in the case of other remand 
detainees who have been here, this can range from 1½ years to 2 
years until actual sentencing. Auckland Regional Prison can hold 
detainees here until convicted and sentenced. 

Prisoners’ treatment in At Risk Units is also cruel and inhumane. 
The prisoner is stripped naked and is given a gown as clothing. This 
is to prevent self-inflicted hurt or harm by, for example, tying a 
shirt or other clothing around their neck. It’s like walking around a 
cell with a long singlet all day, and it gets cold. There’s also no TV 
available in At Risk Units, so you’re basically in a cell, with nothing 
to do, going insane. 

Some people lie to get to the At Risk Unit in fear of their safety 
during their first time in a prison, or a prison from outside their 
region. Sometimes they hope to see a nicer, more humane cell, with 
a TV and warm blankets and a pillow. Instead, it’s the opposite. 
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No one deserves that kind of treatment. At least leave the inbuilt 
TVs in the wall (which they took out because people used At Risk 
as a safe haven). 

I’ve seen some people held in At Risk for 3-6 months, maybe longer. 
It’s disappointing how people have been stripped of their humanity 
by such treatment, not all of them long time servers. 

I’m now 27 years old, and have been in and out of jail since I was 
17. I’ll be 28 this year. 

I’m glad we have people like yous showing great humanity and 
support. It’s a great honour to have yous around! Thank you very 
much. 

I’m actually in my cell with no TV for 40 days due to “verbally 
abusing” the prison guards, which I believe is BS, as well as for 
using another inmate’s payphone pin number. 

How much punishment do we need? Being away from my family is 
hard enough‼ 

I’ve been detained here due to the Mt Eden Serco fight club 
controversy in 2015, as I was to blame for uploading footage to 
news media. I consider myself a “whistleblower,” but they consider 
me a “security risk.” 

I hope your protest goes well without any haters. I’m afraid I won't 
be able to see it on TV, but best of luck from me. 

Yours truly. 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VANESSA 07/03/18 

In February 2018, 18-year-old Kaine Morrell took his own life after 
being kept in solitary confinement at Christchurch Men’s Prison. 
PAPA held nationwide candlelight vigils to mourn the tragic and 
preventable death of this rangatahi. His mother wrote us the following 
letter, which was read at Kaine’s vigils. 

Kaine was diagnosed at a very young age with ADHD. He was 
medicated by a pediatrician, and the medication slowly increased 
as he got older. Kaine struggled at every school he attended. 
Because he had a short attention span, he was always being stood 
down or suspended. 

In 2011-2012, I contacted Child Youth and Family for help. When 
Kaine was aged 14, his life became about drinking and drug use 
with other young kids, and being involved in burglaries and car 
theft. A Child Youth and Family (CYFs) meeting was held, as Kaine 
was charged under the Youth Justice system. The social worker 
gave us an ultimatum at this meeting - to sign Kaine and his 
brother over to the ministry, or they would remove all the children 
from our home. 

This was when life for Kaine went downhill. He was placed in and 
out of CYFs homes until eventually he was placed in Te Puna Wai 
Youth Justice facility in Christchurch. When Kaine would be 
released it was sometimes only days before he would be back in 
custody. Every time he was released he had no support for 
reintegration, other than family. 

By the time he went into prison, family could not ring and ask 
questions about him as the Privacy Act does not allow this. We still 
don’t know whether or not Kaine was receiving his medication in 
prison. 

We did know that he hated prison. He told us he hated how the 
rooms are small, like bathrooms. He called his cell his cage. Despite 
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what the papers might say about Kaine, he was not at all violent 
like he was portrayed. He loved his parents, siblings, and wider 
family with every inch of his being. The most hurtful thing for him 
was being sent away so far away from his family, where a phone 
call every few days was his only contact. 

My son was failed by CYFs, failed by the police who always used 
force on him, and failed by the justice system. The staff in the 
youth wing were good to my son, but they can only do what the 
system lets them. Nothing will bring my baby back, but I do hope 
the youth in prison get more contact with their families and better 
support from youth mental health services.  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GLOSSARY 

Solitary confinement 

The physical and social isolation of a person for 22 to 24 hours per 
day. 

Directed segregation 

The practice of isolating prisoners for the stated “purpose of security, 
good order, or safety” within the prison. While it is officially not a 
means of discipline, the conditions within are punitive. 

Management Unit 

The unit in which people are held in directed segregation. People in 
management units often have limited to no access to privileges 
such as phone calls, outdoor exercise, and electricity. 

At Risk Unit 

The unit in which people who are segregated for medical oversight 
are held. Most commonly, people are are placed in At Risk Units if 
Corrections staff believe that they are at risk or self-harm or 
suicide. 

Mental Health Act 

The Mental Health (Compulsory Assessment and Treatment) Act 
1992 is the legal framework that covers situations where it is 
considered that a person needs treatment for their mental illness, 
but that person does not agree to it. 

P119 service 

The prison canteen service, where people can buy extra food, as 
well as some basic supplies such as soap and shampoo. 
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Round room 

A special room or cell within At Risk Units. They are used to house 
people who are acutely at risk of self-harm, and usually include no 
furnishings other than a tear-proof mattress and blanket. 

Maximum security 

The highest security classification in New Zealand prisons. If a 
person is classified as ‘maximum security’, it means Corrections 
deems them to be of greatest risk to the safety and security of the 
prison. People in maximum security units tend to have the greatest 
restrictions on their freedom and often live in solitary confinement 
conditions. 

Remand detainee 

A person who is in prison on remand is someone who is in prison 
but has not been given a sentence of imprisonment. They may 
either be in prison while awaiting a trial or, having been found 
guilty at trial, they are awaiting sentencing.   

Mt Eden Serco fight club controversy 

In 2015, video emerged online of organised fight clubs in the then 
Serco-run Mt Eden Corrections Facility. The controversy 
surrounding multiple allegations of violence led the National 
Government to terminate its contract with the private prison 
operator Serco. 

Youth Justice 

Youth Justice Facilities are youth prisons for children who have 
been (1) arrested and are awaiting an appearance before the Youth 
Court; (2) remanded by the Youth Court; (3) sentenced by the Youth 
Court for three to six months; or (4) have been sentenced to 
imprisonment but qualify to spend part of that sentence in a Youth 
Justice Facility.
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