NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA HAS: FIVE QUESTIONS FOR: MICHAEL CREWS
By DARA KAM
THE NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA
THE CAPITAL, TALLAHASSEE, October 20, 2014..........Gov. Rick Scott tapped Florida Department of
Corrections Secretary Michael Crews two years ago to oversee an agency that is responsible for more than
100,000 prisoners and supervises nearly as many people in the community.
Crews, who has a bachelor's degree in criminology from Florida State University, started his law-enforcement
career 30 years ago as a correctional officer at Apalachee Correctional Institution. Crews spent 27 years
working his way up the ladder at the Florida Department of Law Enforcement before returning to the
corrections department, this time as assistant secretary, in 2011.
Crews began his tenure as corrections chief with a $100 million budget deficit. Things worsened this year after
reports of inmate deaths, abuse by guards and cover-ups in the department. The Department of Law
Enforcement is now investigating more than 100 suspicious inmate deaths, and the FBI is looking into possible
wrongdoing at several state prisons. Black leaders are also asking the Justice Department to scrutinize
prisoner deaths. A group of corrections department investigators sued Crews and others earlier this year,
alleging retaliation for exposing a cover-up surrounding the death of an inmate at a Panhandle prison two
years ago.
The News Service of Florida has five questions for Michael Crews:
Q: Your department is under intense scrutiny because of a number of inmate deaths, as well as alleged coverups surrounding those deaths. What do you say in response to those investigations, and what can you say to
the families of the 100,000 inmates in your care to assure them that their loved ones are safe?
CREWS: The first thing I want to say is I think it's unfair that the agency as a whole is painted under the same
umbrella of all being corrupt and non-transparent. A lot of those words have been used in a lot of the stories
that have been written about us. The fortunate thing for us in this department is that 99.9 percent of the men
and women that work here are good, hardworking, decent people. They come here to work every day, do their
jobs. They do it with integrity. They do it professionally. And it's somewhat unfair, although I understand that
this is not just about the Department of Corrections. That seems to be the mindset of society as a whole. But
there is a very select, few people who have either made conscious decisions or taken deliberate actions,
allegedly, and conducted themselves in a way that we say is unacceptable in this department. They're the
reason we are in the position we are in today, because of that select few.
It is somewhat human nature for people to think that when you have some of the things that are going on in the
agency that we're looking into right now that it is a cultural issue. What I would say to those people is that
maybe it's cultural but it's cultural within that select few people. It's not cultural in this agency. The reason I'm
confident and I can say that is because, knowing the times we're in, knowing some of the challenges that we
face in this agency, I hate to think of where we would be if we didn't have the quality of the people we have
working in this agency.
We've also made it pretty clear, for the last several months as I've traveled around this state and I've met with
the leadership teams at all 49 of our institutions about what our expectations are as it relates to conduct if
you're going to work for the Department of Corrections, and that conduct's not only while you're on duty, that

conduct's while you're off duty. We made a statement that we're not going to tolerate anything less other than
being the highest professional, integrity-based individuals and agency in this state and in this country.
It's unfortunate sometimes that people do elect to go outside of those expectations and those goals of how
you're going to conduct yourselves and how you're going to do business. We've said all along, and we made
this point at each of those 49 stops, we're going to have zero tolerance for inmate abuse. Period. We're not
going to allow it. What we have to continue to do is make sure that our staff understand that when they see,
witness or are exposed to something that they know is fundamentally, morally or legally wrong, they have a
responsibility to report what they saw up their proper chain of command. What I've told them, I gave them my
word there will be no repercussions or retaliation for people wanting to come forward and do the right thing.
I've also said that I can't make everybody like them. But I can protect them. I want them to feel and understand
that that's how we get better. We hold each other accountable. I'm going to hold our staff accountable and
likewise I expect them to hold me accountable. And as long as we're all doing that, we are going to get to
where we want to be as an agency and that is to get to a respectable agency that people understand we know
what we're doing and we're doing it the right way because it's the right thing to do, not because somebody's
looking at us.
Q: You say there won't be any repercussions, but that is part of the culture. People get dead animals in their
mailboxes. Their cars get keyed. Their colleagues don't come to respond when they call for help. You may not
retaliate against folks when they come forward but doesn't it take time for that message to trickle down and for
those behaviors to change?
CREWS: There's no doubt there are still people who work in this agency that are fearful of coming forward for
doing the right thing. There's no doubt in my mind about that. We didn't get into the position that we're in today
overnight. We're not going to get out of it overnight. This takes time. And when you're trying to change a
culture you have to do it from the top down and the bottom up. Because if you segment either one of those and
say we're just targeting the wardens or we're just targeting this group and it's not inclusive of everyone and
everyone doesn't understand that this is the way we do business, you're never going to change that cultural
aspect. It has to be collectively as a whole. That's what we're attempting to do. In those meetings, there were a
lot of people. … When I say leadership teams, we were pretty comprehensive as we went about this. The
message I delivered to them, the expectation was that same message was to be delivered to all of our 22,000
staff across the state.
Actions are worth 1,000 words. It's easy to say it. Where we start making positive gains and positive
movements in this area is when we do have people who are willing to come forward and stand up for doing the
right thing. It's those people then that we want to publicly recognize and say this is the type of conduct not only
do we expect but this is what we're going to recognize. That is a huge hurdle to overcome, just knowing some
of the things that have gone on in the past. If we could predict human behavior, we'd probably all be doing
something else. You just can't.
As hard as you try through your hiring processes, your selection processes, to get the best people, people are
humans. People are tempted. People do make mistakes. What I promised our staff is that there is a significant
difference in people making a mistake and people doing something deliberately to embarrass or discredit this
agency. You and I are going to make mistakes every day. I probably made a handful before I got here this
morning. I'll probably make another handful before I get home tonight. What we have to do for those people is,
when they make decisions that maybe they weren't the best decisions or in the best interest, we owe it to them
to make sure we pull those people in and say, "Listen. Let's talk about what happened. Let us help you learn
so that the next time this happens you make a better decision." There's a huge difference in that and someone
who goes out and intentionally does something to discredit because of their conduct, how they behave, how
they treat an inmate or how they treat another staff. There's a huge difference in that. And the group in the
latter half, that smaller group I talked about earlier, we're not going to tolerate them in our agency.
The real frustrating thing is that you've got a select few. Their actions reflect on all 22,000 of us, all 22,000. But
they don't represent who we are. We're not going to let them drive the direction we're going to go in this
agency. When we identify those people, and we have good, credible information and we come to the end result
of an investigation and we determine that someone has done something outside of what we've said is

allowable or justifiable or even legal, then we're going to deal with those people as expeditiously as we can
and make sure that they find someplace else other than this department to work.
Q: A few more inmates died last week. That brings the total to more than 116 unresolved deaths under
investigation by the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. Some people are questioning how this can still be
going on with all of the attention on the agency. Is this just what normally happens and if it hadn't been for
these high-profile cases no one would be paying attention to it? Or is there a bigger issue here?
CREWS: Great question. I would ask people to think of it this way. I didn't look at it this morning but my guess
is if you pick up the Tallahassee Democrat, there's a list of obituaries. A number of people died. We have
people in our prisons. We have over 101,000 today. People are going to die. We also have an aging
population in our prisons. People that were 60 years old 10 years ago, now they're 70 years old. Institutional
life, or prison life, is a hard life within itself. When you have all those factors coming together, we've had people
dying in our institutions since we've had institutions. That's not anything new. When your population grows,
when you have part of your population that becomes older, those factors all contribute perhaps to the number
of deaths that you have. Now, do the numbers go up? They do. I know about all of these deaths from when
they occur now because we made a change in our protocol. Every inmate death, now, that occurs in our
institutions a couple of things are going to happen. One is, I'm going to be immediately notified. I get calls at all
hours of the night and early morning saying here's what happened based on the facts that we know at that
time. On every death that's occurring in our institutions now, the department's office of the inspector general is
notified, FDLE is called to come in and then the medical examiner's office from the respective area is going to
come in. I think that was a very positive step for us because I would hope that it would give the general public
an idea that we are going to be open and transparent. We're not going to hide anything. It gives us the
opportunity to utilize the services of the Florida Department of Law Enforcement to come in as almost an
independent review in addition to (what) the office of our inspector general would be looking at.
Ultimately, at the end what we want to get to is the truth. We want to know what did happen. We want to know
was it a natural cause, was it accidental, was it a suicide, or was it another type death that we had perhaps
people acting outside the norm of what we say is allowable or justifiable, so that we can then make decisions
based on fact. What I'm not willing to do is make decisions based on what the rumor mill is or what somebody
thought they heard or saw. We're going to base our decisions on factual information that comes from
investigations, medical examiner's findings. I would hope that's the way everybody wants to be treated.
Everybody should be afforded due process. That's part of what we have by soliciting FDLE to come in. You
then take all of that information and you get to the truth. Then based on the truth, it's incumbent upon me, if
there were things that were not done properly or people that did not act properly and misconduct was there,
that's my responsibility to make sure those things are rectified. But not based on what somebody says they
think they heard two weeks ago. That's not fair to you, me or any of our staff or anyone else. We're going to
base our decisions on fact.
Q: Is what you're doing enough to instill trust in the public that people are safe when they get incarcerated?
CREWS: I hope it makes a difference. I really do. I hope the general public understands some of the things
we've done proactively --- bringing in FDLE to help with investigations, putting a real emphasis on mental
health of inmates, increasing our crisis-intervention training, putting in place a certification program for mentalhealth units. We're going to be hiring an ombudsman who is going to be solely dedicated to give those inmates
who have mental health issues a voice, someone they can go to when they feel they're being treated wrong or
they're not being treated properly. I would hope also that that ombudsman will give the families of those
inmates an opportunity to reach out.
So I would hope that the general public would see that we are being proactive. Do I think it's enough? The
results will prove that as we move down the path. Are we making some significant differences today? Yes. I am
100 percent confident of that. We didn't get here overnight. We're not going to get out of it overnight. This is a
marathon, not a race. What's incumbent upon us, as leaders in this agency, is to make sure that we continue
to do and evaluate and look at all of our practices, protocols, policies, procedures and everything that we have
to make sure that we're maximizing the safety of our staff, our inmates and the general public who comes into
our institutions, that we're conducting ourselves properly and within the realm of what we say we expect and

that we treat everyone fairly and respectfully. Getting to that point, once we get there --- I don't know that we'll
ever stand up one day and say we're there --- but I think we'll know it.
But I am confident that we're making some significant changes in this agency on things that for a long time
perhaps weren't addressed. Maybe they should have been. I don't know. But this agency has been around a
long time, a lot of history. And when we began, this agency, as most correctional systems were, was viewed as
a warehouse for inmates. As long as you kept those that were sentenced to prison behind the fence, from an
institutional perspective, you were considered doing a good job. Our statutory responsibility is the care,
custody and control of inmates. We do a great job with the custody and control. Where we're really focusing a
lot of our efforts now is on the care part, because that's typically where you wind up getting yourself in trouble.
Being sentenced to prison is the sentence. There should be no other sentences once you get there. I know
there's different views and opinions. Some say if you didn't want to go to prison, you shouldn't have committed
the crime. Well, you know people do commit crimes. People make mistakes every day. And it's our job to make
sure that those who come into our custody, that we protect them as best we can, that they're safe and in a safe
environment and that our staff treat them safely and we also maximize the safety of our staff who are working
in one of the most difficult jobs you can ever work in.
Q: You have a re-entry prison now. What are you doing to prepare inmates to go back into the community?
CREWS: Outside of our operational issues, re-entry and our transitioning from prison to community initiative is
our highest priority. If you think of it in these terms, in just sheer numbers, that 101,000 inmates that we have
currently incarcerated, at some point about 89 percent of those individuals are going to be released. When
they're released, they're going to come back into our communities. They're not going to go to the community
for ex-inmates and ex-felons. They're going to come in your neighborhood and they're going to come in mine.
Their children are going to go to school with our children. They're going to be in the same gas line and the
same grocery store line that you and I are in. So we can stick our heads in the sand and say, "Re-entry doesn't
apply to me." Well, if they move next door to you or your grandchild or your granddaughter or your grandfather,
it does apply.
What we're trying to do is to make sure that when those inmates are released back into society that we have
done everything we can to prepare them to be successful, productive citizens back into the community, to keep
them from coming back into the system again. How do you do that? One is you've got to get them an
education. About 70 percent of the inmates who come into our system have no formal education at all. It's
incumbent upon us to keep pushing forward with our GED programs. It's also helpful if you can get them a
vocational skill that meets the needs of what the demands are in the community now. That's why we work
closely with industries to look at the current needs and future needs for vocational-type skills. It really doesn't
do us any good to have plumbing-certification programs if there's not going to be a need for plumbers. We
work with those industries to see if we need to change our programming to be able to give them a vocational
skill.
So many of our inmates, almost 80 percent, have some form of substance abuse. I won't say all, but the vast
majority of individuals who are incarcerated in our system right now --- they may be in there for a burglary or a
theft or whatever --- but if you look down to the root cause of what made them do that, there's some form of
substance abuse. That is the root of so much of what we see. We're doing everything we can. Are we where
we need to be? Absolutely not. Honestly, in re-entry, I don't know that we'll ever be there. Continuing to build
some of the partnerships we have in the community to provide the resources they need, we'll continue to do
that. We'll foster new relationships and build on the old ones we have.
Right now, there seems to be a little bit of a gap between when an inmate is released and when they go back
into society from this standpoint. Individuals that are released from custody in an institution that have some
form of supervision to follow --- probation, parole, whatever it is --- we still have authority and the ability to
direct and get them to that mental-health appointment, that substance-abuse appointment, set them up with a
job-placement group to help them get employment. Those individuals that the end of their sentence comes and
they have no supervision to follow, it's their decision then whether or not they're going to take advantage of all
of those appointments. What we're trying to do now is figure out how we bridge the gap for those people to

give them the ability to have access to what they need that minimizes some of the obstacles that they face.
There's a lot of them out there. One of the areas we've focused on is making sure that inmates that go out of
our system have an ID card. That's been a big push for us. What we heard around the state in our town hall
meetings, that was one of the biggest nemesis.
Even if an inmate has everything --- an education, a vocational skill, an ID card, they're getting their treatment -- the fact that they're an ex-felon is an obstacle within itself. There just are not a lot of people out there who
are willing to give these individuals a chance to have a job, to be able to earn a paycheck, to be able to rent a
place or buy a place. What we've got to continue to do is say everyone does make mistakes but some of these
people deserve a second chance. They've served their time. The more we can get our communities involved,
whether it be from the employment side, the faith side. … But where we really have to make sure we're
focusing on is making sure that family reunification is there. So many of the inmates we have that are released
don't have that family bond to go back to. That is a critical component for them, having that safe environment,
someone they can rely on until they get their feet set and a little bit situated.
(People might be surprised at the amount of empathy you're expressing for the people in your custody.)
I do care. If I am the family of a victim of a crime I probably feel a little bit differently about that. My view is
probably my loved one didn't have a chance for that or my loved one didn't have the opportunity to continue to
move forward in life. I respect that wholeheartedly. In our system, we have three different classifications of
inmates. This isn't anything formal. This is just my view. You have a group over here who made a mistake and
they're serving their time. Quite honestly, we really don't have to do much for them. They've learned their
lesson. The time they're serving is hard. When they come out, they're not going to come back to us. You've got
a group on the other end of the scale that no matter what we do for them it really doesn't matter. Pretty shortly
after being released, they're going to commit a new crime. But in the middle of our population --- there's
probably 60 to 70 percent of them --- that one, a large if not vast majority of them came from broken homes.
They didn't know who their father was or have a father figure, and they were exposed to some conditions or
environments that, had you or I been exposed to, we probably would have been in the same situation.
I do care. … People a lot of times get caught up in saying I have an interest in dropping the recidivism rate --the number of inmates who return within three years --- because there is a cost savings. And there is. For
every 1 percent drop in recidivism rate there's a cost savings of $19 million spread out over five years. And
that's nothing to sneeze at. I mean, that's important. But we're doing what we're trying to do in re-entry
because it's fundamentally and morally the right thing to do. Yes, there are people who have committed some
horrific offenses and crimes in this state. No doubt about it. And again, there are some of those that there's just
not much we can do to help them. But we do have so many of our population that we can help. When we can
help them to go back into society and they don't commit a new crime, the greatest thing out of them not
committing a new crime is there's no new victim. When you're talking about victims, you can't put a dollar on
the cost to the person who was subjected to that crime. I'm proud to say we've got a 43-year low in crime in
this state right now. That's a significant accomplishment due to the hard work of the criminal-justice
professionals in this state and our Legislature and the governor. But when we can reduce the number of
victims and we can stop people from going out and two years later coming right back in our system, that's a
win for all of us. Everybody in this state wins when we're able to do that.
We're going to do our part to make sure that while we have them in custody that we do everything we can to
prepare them. We release about 32,000 inmates a year that go out into the communities. The average age of
our inmates right now is about 33 years old. The average inmate serves about a three-years, two-month
sentence. The average education level is sixth grade. So for every inmate we have that has a high school or
college degree, we have somebody that from an educational- and mental-capacity level, is a kindergartner.
That's tough. That's tough when you're trying to effect change and get inmates and people to understand. We
can give them all the programs in the world. But they too, have to have some ownership in this. They have to
want to change. And they have to want to change inside to understand that there are other ways to be
productive in society rather than being a criminal. And the second piece of that is we have to give them the
skills to do that, whether it be educational, vocational, treatment programs, whatever it is. So many times we
take for granted what they really need.

You take an inmate who's been incarcerated for 25 or 30 years. How to balance a checkbook, how to parent,
how to write a resume, how to interview for a job --- they have no clue because for 24 hours a day, seven days
a week, for the last 25 years, they've been told when to get up, when to go to sleep, when to get dressed,
when to take a shower, when to eat. It's very structured and very disciplined. Then the end of their sentence is
going to come and we're going to send them outside that gate and if they don't have something that they feel
confident they can pull back and rely on to help them begin to build their new life, they're going to revert back
to what they know best, which is committing crimes. That's the cycle we've got to break. I'm proud we
announced two years ago that our recidivism rate dropped from 33 percent to 27.6 percent in this state. I'm
proud of that. And we're continuing to drop that number even more because, if we're doing that, then we're
making a positive difference not only in that inmate's life, but we're making our lives better, too.
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