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University of Texas officials, concerned about criticism of the prison health-care system they
operate, unveiled plans Friday for an independent evaluation of the care given by the staff of their
medical branch. UT System Chancellor Mark Yudof said the review -- the first top-to-bottom outside
scrutiny of prison medical care in Texas in years -- will be conducted by a three-member panel
named by Texas Health Department Commissioner Eduardo Sanchez.

Convicts, their families and advocacy groups have complained about inadequate and improper care,
even lack of care. In December, the Austin American-Statesman detailed continuing problems and
issues with medical care in Texas prisons. With the recent end of federal court monitoring of prison
conditions in Texas, inmates’ families, advocates and prisoners themselves have expressed concern
that the quality of medical care is declining. 

Prison officials and medical-care providers have insisted that the complaints are mostly overblown
or unfounded. In the past, the system has been mostly closed to public review.

Under a contract with the prison system, the University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston -- a
part of the UT System -- provides medical care to roughly 80 percent of Texas’ 140,000 imprisoned
criminals, most of it in the prisons in the eastern two-thirds of the state. Texas Tech University
provides medical care in the rest of the prisons. The state spends more than $297 million a year to
provide health care in prisons.

Although the review will involve only the prison clinics operated by UT Medical Branch, Yudof said
the results will be made public and will be shared with Texas Tech officials.

In a letter Wednesday to Sanchez, Yudof said he wants the evaluation team to “review the quality
of healthcare in TDCJ by whatever means is most appropriate, taking into account the special
environment in which medical care must be rendered.”

Once the review is done, the team will provide “recommendations regarding any deficiencies” and
“recommendations regarding future and on-going assessments of quality care.” Written reports are
to be provided to Sanchez, Yudof and Dr. John Stobo, president of UT Medical Branch.

Saying he wants to make sure Texas prisoners receive proper health care, Yudof said Friday that the
review “is the right thing to do.” He said the reports in the American-Statesman worried him, and
he made the review a priority soon after becoming chancellor in September. Months ago, UT System
officials did their own review and said they found no problem.



“We need to have people who are independent look at it,” Yudof said. “We need to know if we have
the right oversight system.”

Yudof said he would like the review to be finished by the end of the year.

Convicts’ families and advocates overwhelmingly supported the announcement Friday.

“That’s incredible -- really good news,” said Yolanda Torres, a lawyer who has been involved
in monitoring prison health-care issues. “This is a very serious issue that needs independent
attention.”

“From the cases we’ve reviewed where there has been heavy over-drugging, neglect in cages and
many other problems, any outside oversight such as this will be good,” said Jerry Boswell, president
of the Citizens Commission on Human Rights, an Austin-based group that investigates accusations
of institutional malpractice. “I’ve never heard of Texas doing an outside review like this, so that’s
a welcome change.”

Prison officials in Austin and Huntsville said they were unfamiliar with Yudof’s proposal and could
not immediately comment.

Stobo said the review “seems like a very reasonable thing to do.” He said that although a number of
recent changes in the prison health-care system have “much improved” the quality of care, the review
could spur other positive changes.

In his letter, Yudof expressed his intention that no committee members “will have any ties” to the
UT System, the UT Medical Branch or the Department of Criminal Justice. The UT System will
provide a list of potential candidates to Sanchez, Yudof said, but “the commissioner is free to select
any members he chooses.”

Two of the three panelists will be physicians, Yudof said.

Doug McBride, a spokesman for the Health Department, said Friday that Sanchez is “nowhere close
to appointing this team. This process is just beginning. We haven’t even received the letter yet.”

In his letter, Yudof told Sanchez that the UT System will pick up the tab for the study. He and Stobo
said they have no idea what it might cost.

Yudof said he expects the team will spend time reviewing convicts’ case files, conducting on-site
inspections and reviewing the systems and methods that other states use to ensure that prison health
care is adequate and proper.

That, some experts say, might be a tough part of the study.



Inspecting prison health-care delivery is a “complex issue,” said Mike Traugott, a supervisor with
Florida’s Correctional Medical Authority,which has been touted as a model for outside oversight.
“It’s more than gathering a bunch of clinicians and sending them into prisons. You need to have
some structure. Ten clinicians will have 10 different opinions.”

The authority is an independent agency in charge of monitoring health care provided in Florida’s
prisons. It inspects each prison unit every three years. Inspectors review care given in a sample of
inmate cases; the authority publishes the results of these inspections.

Examining the care given to individual inmates is an essential part of the Florida system, Traugott
said.

“You really have to see how things function at that level even if the oversight is centrally located,”
he said.

The cost in Florida to “review the quality of health care” in the state’s prison system is $1.4 million
a year.

Florida has 64 prison units. Texas has 112.


