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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
DISTRICT OF CONNECTICUT

DISABILITY RIGHTS CONNECTICUT,
INC., on behalf of its constituents,

Plaintiff,
V.

CONNECTICUT DEPARTMENT OF
CORRECTION;

ANGEL QUIROS, Acting Commissioner,
Connecticut Department of Correction,
in his official capacity; and

ROGER BOWLES, Warden,
Northern Correctional Institution,
in his official capacity,

Defendants.

Civil Action No. 3:21-cv-

COMPLAINT FOR DECLARATORY
AND INJUNCTIVE RELIEF

February 4, 2021

INTRODUCTION

1. Disability Rights Connecticut, Inc. (“DRCT”) seeks to end the persistent and

deliberate abuse of people with mental illness who are incarcerated at Connecticut’s super-

maximum security Northern Correctional Institution (“Northern”). The Connecticut Department

of Correction (“DOC”) subjects prisoners with mental illness at Northern to prolonged, and often

indefinite, isolation and sensory deprivation, and forcible in-cell shackling that can last for days.

This inhuman treatment of persons with mental illness is physically painful, intentionally

humiliating, and causes long-term psychological damage. DOC’s continuing abuse of, and

discrimination against, people with mental illness must come to an end.

2. DOC’s abhorrent mistreatment of prisoners with mental illness constitutes cruel

and unusual punishment in violation of the Eighth and Fourteenth Amendments to the United
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States Constitution. DOC'’s failure to make reasonable modifications in policies and practices to
avoid trapping these prisoners in a downward spiral of isolation and retribution also denies them
virtually all opportunities for rehabilitative and other programming in violation of Title II of the
Americans with Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C. § 12132 et seq. (“ADA”) and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act, 29 U.S.C. § 794 (“Section 504”), and their respective implementing
regulations.

3. DOC routinely confines individuals with mental illness at Northern where they
face prolonged isolation and abuse. Most prisoners spend at least 22 hours per day on weekdays,
and 24 hours per day on weekends, in concrete cells where they live in a world of near total
social and sensory deprivation. Their primary connection to the outside world is a small
opening, or “trap,” at the bottom of a solid steel door. The only daylight and view outdoors
comes through a narrow four-inch-wide slot at the back of each cell. Meaningful social
interaction is nonexistent.

4. Northern staff also retaliate against prisoners with mental illness by shackling and
chaining them alone in “strip cells” for even minor disciplinary violations that are often
manifestations of their mental illness. Northern staff shackle a prisoner’s wrists and legs with
metal cuffs and then bind the cuffs with a heavy, metal tether chain. Prisoners are routinely left
shackled and chained for 24 hours, and sometimes for days at a time, far longer than justified by
any genuine threat to safety or security. While shackled and chained, prisoners are served food
in Styrofoam cups without utensils. Many prisoners are unable to even lift a cup to their mouth
because of the shortness of the tether chain; in these instances, the only way for them to consume
the contents of the cup is to dump it out on the bed or floor and eat like a dog. The shortness of

the tether chain or the tightness of the cuffs also frequently leaves prisoners unable to wipe
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themselves after using the toilet. The experience is degrading and painful. Many individuals
have scars on their wrists and ankles from repeatedly being subjected to in-cell shackling.

5. DOC knowingly subjects prisoners with mental illness to Northern’s harsh
conditions. Consequently, many prisoners with mental illness commit acts of self-harm or
mutilation as a result of their near-total isolation and mistreatment. In an attempt to quell their
anxiety caused by these inhumane living conditions, persons with mental illness cut their skin,
bang their heads, or shove sharp objects into their bodies. These self-injurious behaviors often
cause lasting injury. Sometimes these individuals lose all ability to cope, covering the walls and
their bodies with their own excrement. Some prisoners try to kill themselves. These self-
injurious behaviors and suicide attempts are a direct and predictable result of DOC’s actions.
But DOC responds to these self-injurious behaviors and suicide attempts with even more
isolation and punitive in-cell shackling.

6. DOC, Angel Quiros (Acting Commissioner, DOC), and Roger Bowles (Warden,
Northern) (collectively “Defendants”) have implemented and overseen DOC’s policies and
practices described herein and have not taken any effective action to remedy the longstanding
and well-known abuse of prisoners with mental illness at Northern. For more than two decades,
DOC has known that its isolation and shackling policies and practices put persons with mental
illness at substantial risk of profound and lasting injury. Yet, despite a federal lawsuit settlement
that expired in 2008 and years-long public pressure, Defendants have failed to take action to
protect prisoners with mental illness from abuse. Defendants have instead acted with deliberate
indifference to the unconstitutional conditions of confinement and mistreatment of prisoners.

7. DRCT, which is authorized by federal law to protect the rights of individuals

diagnosed with or experiencing mental illness in Connecticut, brings this action against
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Defendants for declaratory and injunctive relief. DRCT seeks to stop the prolonged isolation and
in-cell shackling of prisoners with mental illness at Northern, and to stop DOC’s failure to make
reasonable modifications to its policies, practices, and procedures.

JURISDICTION

8. Subject-matter jurisdiction is proper in this Court pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331
and 1343(a)(3) because this action arises under the United States Constitution, 42 U.S.C. § 1983,
the ADA, 42 U.S.C. § 12131, et seq., and Section 504, 29 U.S.C. § 794(a).

VENUE

0. Venue is proper in this judicial district pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1391(b) because
Defendants reside in this district and because a substantial part of the events and omissions
giving rise to DRCT’s claims occurred in this district.

PARTIES

A. Disability Rights Connecticut, Inc.

10.  DRCT is a private, nonprofit corporation and is the authorized protection and
advocacy system for the State of Connecticut under the Protection and Advocacy for Individuals
with Mental Illness Act (“PAIMI Act”), 42 U.S.C. § 10801 et seq., and its implementing
regulations. DRCT’s office is located at 846 Wethersfield Avenue, Hartford, Connecticut 06114.
DRCT is the successor entity to the State of Connecticut Office of Protection and Advocacy for
Persons with Disabilities (“OPA”). Conn. Gen. Stat. § 46a-10a et seq.

11. The PAIMI Act provides for establishing and funding protection and advocacy
systems, including DRCT, to investigate the abuse and neglect of individuals with mental illness
and to advocate for and ensure that their rights are protected, including their rights under the

Constitution and federal and state statutes. 42 U.S.C. §§ 10801(b)(1), 10801(b)(2)(A).
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12. DRCT is responsible for providing protection and advocacy services to
individuals with mental illness and disabilities pursuant to the PAIMI Act.

13. DRCT has statutory authority to pursue legal, administrative, and other
appropriate remedies to ensure the protection of individuals with mental illness who are
recelving care or treatment in the State of Connecticut. 42 U.S.C. § 10805.

14.  DRCT is pursuing this action to advocate for and protect the rights and interests
of “individuals with mental illness,” as defined in 42 U.S.C. § 10802, who are in DOC’s custody
and are currently incarcerated at Northern in Administrative Segregation, Security Risk Group,
or Special Needs Management (“Special Management Programs”) at Northern, or are at risk of
transfer to Northern (“DRCT’s Constituents”). DRCT’s Constituents are the direct beneficiaries
of DRCT’s activities, including the declaratory and injunctive relief sought in this litigation.

15. DRCT’s Constituents have “significant mental illnesses or emotional
impairments,” as determined by a mental health professional qualified under the laws and
regulations of the State of Connecticut. See 42 U.S.C. § 10802. The mental illness of DRCT’s
Constituents substantially limits their ability to perform major life activities, such as self-care,
working, and interaction with others. DRCT’s Constituents are therefore individuals with mental
illness for purposes of the PAIMI Act, 42 U.S.C. § 10802. DRCT’s Constituents are also
individuals with disabilities for purposes of the ADA, 42 U.S.C. § 12131(2), and Section 504, 29
U.S.C. § 794. “Mental illness” is used throughout this Complaint pursuant to its definition under
the PAIMI Act. This definition encompasses individuals with mental illness who have serious
mental illness or who are at substantial risk of developing serious mental illness.

16. DRCT’s Constituents have each suffered injuries, are continuing to suffer injuries,

and/or are at risk of suffering injuries that make them eligible to bring suit against Defendants in
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their own right. DRCT’s Constituents all reside in “facilities” rendering care and treatment for
individuals with mental illness, as that term is defined in 42 U.S.C. § 10802 and 42 C.F.R.
§ 51.2.

17. Consistent with the PAIMI Act, DRCT’s governing structure allows its
constituents to express their collective views and protect their collective interests, and to
participate in, significantly influence, and help guide DRCT’s priorities and activities.

18.  DRCT has established a PAIMI Advisory Council (“Council”) that advises DRCT
on policies and priorities to be carried out in protecting and advocating for the rights of
individuals with mental illness. The Council complies with all requirements of 42 U.S.C.

§ 10805(a)(6). The Chair of the Council sits on the Board of Directors of DRCT.

19. The Council holds bi-monthly meetings to discuss, evaluate, and advise on
DRCT’s policies, priorities, procedures, and activities. The Chair of the Council presents the
substance of the Council’s findings and conclusions to the Board of Directors at the monthly
Board meetings. The Council considers, nominates, and appoints its own members, including its
Chairperson. DRCT’s Executive Director does not control or take part in the election of new
members to the Council. Council members may be removed only upon recommendation by the
Council to the Executive Director.

20.  DRCT has established a grievance procedure whereby persons served under
PAIMI or their representatives or family members may file a grievance when there is
disagreement about a DRCT action or decision. The grievance procedure is designed “to assure
that individuals with mental illness have full access to the services of the system.” 42 U.S.C.

§ 10805(a)(9). The Council is the final decision-maker with respect to grievances filed by

persons served under PAIMI or their representatives or family members.
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21.  The Council, in conjunction with the Executive Director and Board of Directors,
establishes DRCT’s PAIMI priorities for each fiscal year at an annual meeting.

22.  The Council has voted to include a priority concerning DOC’s in-cell shackling of
prisoners with mental illness. The Council has supported and approved DRCT’s efforts to
address the prolonged isolation and in-cell shackling of prisoners with mental illness. The
Council has also approved the commencement of this lawsuit to remedy that mistreatment of
DRCT’s Constituents. The interests that DRCT seeks to vindicate by this lawsuit — protecting
the rights of institutionalized individuals with mental illness — are germane to DRCT’s central
purpose and federal mandate.

23.  As demonstrated above, DRCT’s Constituents have the power to participate in
and exert significant influence over DRCT’s policies, priorities, and activities. DRCT provides
the means by which these Constituents express their collective views and protect their collective
interests. DRCT is therefore the functional equivalent of a traditional membership organization,
and DRCT’s Constituents possess sufficient indicia of membership in DRCT so as to support
DRCT’s associational standing to sue on their behalf.

24.  DOC’s continuing violations of the Eighth Amendment, ADA, and Section 504
have also directly and proximately caused injury, including economic injury and impairment, to
DRCT itself. DRCT has been forced to divert substantial resources over the past several years to
investigating DOC’s mistreatment of DRCT’s Constituents, including DOC’s actions that form
the basis for the claims asserted in this litigation. For example, and without limitation, DRCT
has worked pursuant to the Council’s priorities concerning prolonged isolation and restraint,
including in-cell shackling, of DRCT’s Constituents. DRCT employees have spent a significant

amount of time processing and reviewing DRCT’s Constituents’ complaints about DOC’s
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mistreatment of them, including the conditions that form the basis for the claims asserted in this
litigation. Given DOC'’s failure to remedy the situation, DRCT has also been forced to divert
substantial resources to preparing to enforce the rights of DRCT’s Constituents through this
litigation.

B. Connecticut Department of Correction

25.  Defendant DOC is a public entity duly organized and existing under the laws of
the State of Connecticut, and a government entity. DOC employs more than 5,000 persons and
is responsible for, and retains authority over, the operation of Northern and other Connecticut
state prisons, including the housing and treatment of DRCT’s Constituents. DOC is charged
with rendering care or treatment to DRCT’s Constituents at Northern and other Connecticut state
prisons. DOC receives state and federal funds for the operation of Northern and other state
prisons and has received such funds throughout the time period during which the acts described
herein have continued.

C. Angel Quiros

26.  Defendant Angel Quiros is the Acting Commissioner of DOC. Defendant Quiros,
as Acting Commissioner, is the legal custodian of all prisoners confined in DOC facilities, is
responsible for the safe, secure, and humane housing of those prisoners, and has authority over
the assignment of prisoners to DOC’s administrative statuses. Defendant Quiros served as
Warden of Northern from 2009 to 2011. Defendant Quiros has acted within the scope of his
employment and under color of state law at all times relevant hereto and in connection with all
policies, procedures, practices, and conduct described herein. Defendant Quiros is sued in his

official capacity.
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D. Roger Bowles

27.  Defendant Roger Bowles is the Warden of Northern. Defendant Bowles, as
Warden, is the legal custodian of all prisoners confined at Northern and is responsible for the
safe, secure, and humane housing of those prisoners. Defendant Bowles has acted within the
scope of his employment and under color of state law at all times relevant hereto and in
connection with all policies, procedures, practices, and conduct described herein. Defendant
Bowles is sued in his official capacity.

FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

A. DOC’s Design of the Northern Supermax Prison

28.  DOC opened Northern in March 1995 as Connecticut’s first and only super-
maximum security prison. DOC justified the enormous costs of constructing and maintaining
Northern as necessary to securely house the “worst of the worst,” in the words of former DOC
Commissioner Leo Arnone.

29.  Northern was purposely designed to isolate prisoners and its conditions are
singularly oppressive. According to John Kessler, the architect of Northern, “[w]hen we were
designing it, there was a desire that [prisoners’] first experience would make an impression —
the limited environment, the lack of stimulus. . .. There is nothing soft. It’s hard, and they
wanted that.” The Worst of the Worst: Portrait of a Supermax (2012) (interview with James
Kessler). Former State Senator Joseph Crisco observed during a floor debate in 2012 that
“Northern Prison, death row . . . is hell on earth. How one retains his sanity in an environment

like that is incomprehensible.” This Court recently determined that a special circumstances
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prisoner’s conditions of confinement at Northern constituted cruel and unusual punishment under
the Eighth Amendment. Reynolds v. Arnone, 402 F. Supp. 3d 3, 23 (D. Conn. 2019).!

30.  Asshown below (Figure 1), Northern’s six housing units radiate outwards from a
long, sloped, windowless corridor, meant to give the impression of walking underground. Light
and sound reverberate off the concrete walls and mirrored windows, which are purposefully

arranged at irregular angles and create a disorienting, kaleidoscopic effect.

Figure 1
Aerial View of Northern

31. Compounding this disorienting effect, there is a small room (the “bubble”) at the
center of each unit from which Northern staff control all movement and communication. The

bubble is covered with mirrored glass so that staff can see out but prisoners cannot see in. Staff

! “Special Circumstances” is a status for prisoners sentenced to death before Connecticut abolished the
death penalty. DRCT does not, by this lawsuit, seek to address the conditions of confinement for Special
Circumstances Status prisoners. Those conditions of confinement are already at issue in Reynolds v. Arnone,
No. 3:13-cv-1465 (SRU) (D. Conn.).

10
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in the bubble monitor all activity within the unit from closed-circuit surveillance cameras and
control all doors remotely. Staff outside the bubble communicate via radio to move through the
unit or open cell doors. Staff inside the bubble may, at any time, be listening to prisoners in their
cells. The experience of being under constant surveillance by faceless watchers can confuse and
distress prisoners, especially prisoners with mental illness, and often leads to psychosis and a
significant break from reality.

32.  Each cell contains an intercom that connects with the bubble. To speak with a
staff member, a prisoner may press a button. Staff inside the bubble may turn on the intercom at
any time to speak with a prisoner. Staff routinely ignore prisoners’ calls over the intercom,
which sometimes leads to prisoners covering their window, resulting in further punishment.

33. The cells at Northern are designed to exacerbate the complete social and sensory
deprivation. The four walls of each cell are unfinished, grey concrete. The only view outdoors
comes through a narrow four-inch-wide slot at the back of each cell.

34.  Solid steel doors secure prisoners in the cells. Each door has a small “trap”
through which Northern staff pass food, medicine, and mail. Northern staff also use the trap to
handcuff prisoners, who must squat down and put their hands through to be shackled.

35.  Figures 2 through 5 (below), extracted from the documentary The Worst of the
Worst: Portrait of a Supermax (2012), show a typical cell at Northern as viewed from the
interior. Figure 2 shows the sink and toilet. Figure 3 shows the bed and desk. Figure 4 shows
the four-inch slot that constitutes the “window.” Figure 5 shows an example of the trap in the

door.

11
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Figure 2
Sink and Toilet

Figure 3
Bed and Desk

12
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Figure 4
“Window” Slot

Figure 5
Sink and Door

36. A prisoner’s access to fresh air and direct sunlight comes from a trip to what is
called the “recreation cage,” a space slightly larger than a cell, surrounded by approximately

fourteen-foot concrete walls and topped by a steel cage. The only view is of the sky. Figures 6
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