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In a rare glimpse of life inside death row, videotapes released by state prison officials show guards
using force against executed inmate Gary Graham and others.

The tapes show guards restraining apparently uncooperative inmates. In a tape shown on a television
newscast, the guards restrained Graham three times, but no punches were thrown. 

The American Civil Liberties Union and inmate advocates said all the videotapes may not
necessarily show guards using excessive force against inmates, but the tapes now can be used
publicly to monitor treatment of prisoners.

Prison officials said the tapes show guards safely and effectively restraining inmates who refuse to
comply with orders or prison policies.

“We do not mistreat our inmates,” said Michelle Lyons, a Texas Department of Criminal Justice
spokeswoman. “The fact that we keep tapes of our use of force proves we are not hiding anything.”

Media representatives requested that the department release the tapes as public information. The
department referred the request to Attorney General John Cornyn, who recently issued an opinion
allowing the tapes to be released, Lyons said. They were given to the media representatives earlier
this week, she added.

Yolanda Torres, litigation director of the ACLU of Texas Prison and Jail Accountability
Project, said Cornyn’s ruling benefits prisoners and their advocates.

Usually, people must file lawsuits against the department to require them to release
information about confrontations that required the use of force. She said all the tapes won’t
show excessive force but “there will be some tapes where we will see that the guards acted
inappropriately, violated TDCJ policy and used unnecessary force.”

“It throws light on life behind prison walls,” she added.

Lyons said Cornyn’s opinion makes it possible for the department to release upon request tapes of
incidents when force was used against inmates. She said she didn’t think anyone had ever requested
to see the tapes before.

Some of the tapes released this week show guards physically restraining Graham, who was executed
June 22, 2000, after he had become a cause celebre for capital punishment foes.



I one video segment, Graham, who vowed to fight being moved from his cell or transferred to the
execution chamber, is shown pinned on the floor beneath more than half a dozen prison guards
dressed in protective gear.

One of Graham’s appeals attorneys, Houston lawyer Jack Zimmermann, said his client told him at
least once to view videotapes of guards who “beat him.”

“It does not surprise me, and we were told of it,” Zimmermann said.

Zimmermann hailed the decision to release the tapes but feared that prison officials could easily
conceal the worst cases of excessive force. Guards may not videotape them, he said.

Department policies, however, require all excessive force incidents to be videotaped, Lyons said. She
said when inmates fail to comply with orders or follow prison policies, guards warn them at least
three times to comply or face restraint, she said.

If the inmates refuse, the use-of-force incident is recorded, she said.

Lyons said the department records the confrontations to answer inmate or inmate advocate claims
that guards use excessive force. Department officials can review the tapes to determine if too much
force was used, she said.

Policy allows guards to use physical force or chemical agents, such as pepper spray, to subdue
prisoners, Lyons added.

“We’re not hiding anything,” Lyons said. “There’s nothing to hide.”


