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Message from the Mayor: 
 

Today marks a historic day in the development of mankind. As part of an effort to 

create safer and better penitentiaries, the city of San Francisco has established the 

Alcatraz Bilateral Commission on Prison Reform. The commission will consist of twelve 

city employees and twelve current prisoners. Such a diverse cast gives the city council 

groundbreaking insights on Alcatraz and the prison system as a whole. Before today, 

prison reform in the city of San Francisco was completely one dimensional: politicians 

and officials working behind closed doors, cutting deals with local entrepreneurs, and 

diminishing the voice of the people. During last year’s election, I adamantly campaigned 

against such corruption and exclusion, and I plan to continue fighting against these 

norms until they throw me out of office. They may have a mandate from tradition, but I 

have a mandate from the people, and in a democracy there is no greater mandate.  

Now many of you may ask: why Alcatraz? Why the most dangerous prison in the 

United States? Well, to answer that question, we must ask ourselves: why not  Alcatraz? 

Notorious for its treatment of prisoners and isolation from the city, Alcatraz is the 

perfect case study for the commission. It provides a comprehensive and unabated look 

into the soul of the American prisoner. Granted, these are not your average prisoners, 

which makes them all the more valuable to our commission. Figuring out Capone and 

Kelly will ease the burden of future commissions, thus giving this project unique value 

to the prison reform movement and city council. When discussing reform, remember 

that we are here to learn more than anything. Arguing and debate are inherent 

byproducts of this process, but do not let these aspects take away from our sole mission: 



to make prisons--and society--a better place. Good luck, commissioners, and may God 

be ever in your favor.  

 

Sincerely, 

Angelo Joseph Rossi 

Mayor of San Francisco 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Rock: A Brief History of Alcatraz Penitentiary 

Like the city that hosts it, Alcatraz federal penitentiary has a unique and diverse 

history that makes it an interesting case study for this commission. The island became a 

federal penitentiary in 1933 after the United States Justice Department acquired it from 

the United States Disciplinary Barracks, yet its history starts even earlier. The original 

prison building was constructed between 1910 and 1912 to house prisoners who received 

courts-martial from the United States Armed Forces. Before this, the United States 

Army used the island as a military citadel starting in the 1860s. Despite changing hands 

in the 1930s, the new owners maintained the same layout, making sure that the island’s 

military past would never be erased.  



Once Alcatraz came under the jurisdiction of the Department of Justice, the 

prison was handed to the Federal Bureau of Prisons in 1934, which still controls the 

prison today. The purpose of acquiring the prison was to punish the gangsters and crime 

networks that dominated major cities in the 1920s and 30s. Due to its geographic 

isolation, the Bureau believed Alcatraz to be the perfect detention center for America’s 

most dangerous criminals. This how Alcatraz developed a reputation as one of the most 

dangerous penitentiaries in America. 

Alcatraz also detains prisoners who cause trouble in other federal prisons, 

making it a “last resort” for public officials wishing to detain uncooperative inmates. The 

first batch of criminals included both violent and nonviolent criminals, arrested on 

charges ranging from murder to counterfeiting. They came from several American 

penitentiaries, including the Atlanta Penitentiary in Georgia, the North Eastern 

Penitentiary in Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia Reformatory in Virginia. By 

1935--after the first few batches--Alcatraz had a population of 242 prisoners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mapping the Penitentiary and Alcatraz Island 

The layout of Alcatraz federal penitentiary is as important as its history. In this 

section, some of the buildings depicted below will be discussed in-depth, focusing on 

their location, utility, and significance to the prison as a whole. Like any other prison, 

Alcatraz contains buildings constructed to detain the prisoners (cellhouse), 

administrative buildings, recreational areas, and other facilities necessary for the prison 

to function properly. In total, Alcatraz had 155 employees, which included guards, 

administrative bureaucracy, and maintenance persons.  

 

While each of the buildings on Alcatraz serves a purpose, the we’ve highlighted the 

following for being the most important to for the purposes of our commission: 



 

Building 64 - This building used to house military officers and their families during 

citadel phase of the island’s history. But during the island’s transformation into a federal 

penitentiary, the bureau decided to construct a new apartment complex for the guards, 

leaving Building 64 empty and unused. Due to its lack of purpose, the building has 

become dilapidated. One of the commission’s goals is to find a use for Building 64 

before it becomes uninhabitable, and the commission will have to work together in 

order to find out what that use is.  

Sally Port  - Along with the Quarry Dock, Sally Port receives any vessel on its way to 

Alcatraz. These vessels include supply ships, transportation boats, and others. As of 

now, transportation to the island is restricted to guards, their families, and civilians who 

have family connections to the prisoners. Restricted access helps the guards maintain 

order on the island.  

Military Chapel - Not depicted in the map above, the Military Chapel is located in 

between Building 64 and Sally Port. During the military period, officers used the church 

as a church and Sunday school, eliminating the necessity to leave the island for church 

services. Although it retains its religious features, the building is now used to house 

unmarried guards. Because of this, the guards have started calling it the Bachelor’s 

Quarters. 

Model Industries - Along with the New Industries Building, which was built in 1939, 

the Model industries Building is mainly used as a workshop for prisoners. The buildings 

include a clothing factory, a furniture plant, a brush factory, and even office space. One 



of the questions the commission will face is whether or not these buildings serve a 

rehabilitative purpose through meaningful labor.  

Social Hall - also called the Officer’s Club, the Social Hall is adjacent to the 

Quartermaster’s building and serves as a social venue for the guards and their families. 

The hall contains a library, dining room, dancing floor, billiards table, ping pong table, 

small bar, and even a two lane bowling alley. As of now, the social hall is in better 

condition than the social venues for prisoners.  

 

 

Mapping the Cell House and Administrative Wing 

 



Arguably the most important building on the island, the cell house holds all of the 

prisoners on the island. While the prisoner population has varied slightly over the years, 

the cell house’s official capacity is 312. Each cell is 9 feet by 5 feet and house two 

prisoners. Besides the cells, the cell house also contains a dining area, kitchen, library, 

visiting room, and armory for the guards. Depicted below is a detailed layout of the cell 

house, with a key labeling each part of the building. 

 

Cell blocks A, B, and C have typical penitentiary cells, containing a small bed, a 

desk, a wash basin, and a toilet on the back wall. Cell block D has similar cells, but also 

contain five cells designated for the worst behaving prisoners. These cells are collectively 

known as “The Hole,” and make cell block D the most violent section of the building. In 

order to deter bad behavior, prisoners sent to the Hole were given some sort of 

punishment, including isolation and solitary confinement.  



 

 

According to the Federal Bureau of Prisons security classification system, 

Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary is classified as a maximum security prison, which means it 

houses some of the most violent criminals in the United States. This has led to even 

higher than usual levels of distrust between the prisoners, guards, and administration, 

and that will make it nearly impossible to work together on some issues. With that said, 

the Alcatraz Bilateral Commission will need to overcome these challenges in order to 

solve some of the drastic problems facing the penitentiary.  

 

 

 

 

 



Issues Concerning the Alcatraz Bilateral Commission 

Now that Alcatraz has been given a proper context - both historically and 

spatially - it is important to review the issues and challenges facing the commission. 

These are not the only issues, but some of the enduring problems facing Alcatraz Federal 

Penitentiary since its inception. They range from prison conditions to rehabilitation, 

deserving an equally diverse list of solutions. Each of these issues will not only test your 

ability to solve difficult problems, but work with the stakeholders involved who may 

have strongly different views. In order for the commission to be successful in solving 

these problems, solutions must be creative yet practical and effective. 

 

Rehabilitation: Balance between Deterrence and Reformation 

“Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are 

mistreated as if you yourselves were mistreated.” - Hebrews 13:3 

 

The issue of rehabilitation is at the core of prison reform as it questions the 

purpose of prisons and what they are supposed to accomplish. Since the days of 

Babylon, legal systems have used negative reinforcement (i.e punishment) to deter 

citizens from committing crimes. In other words, the fear of punishment will prevent 

citizens from commiting crimes, thus promoting safety and security for the community. 

However, this line of reasoning has been challenged by political theorists, politicians, 

and legal scholars for centuries. Namely, they argue that deterrence does not work and 

does not make society safer. If deterrence did work, then few crimes would be 



committed. Yet during the last two decades, crime rates have actually increased with the 

era of gang violence, prohibition, and economic depression. These developments have 

given deterrence skeptics more ammunition to put forth serious arguments against the 

continuation of the practice.  

The failure of negative reinforcement in the American legal system brings up a 

logical alternative: positive reinforcement and rehabilitation. This school of thought 

emphasizes reforming the individual while in prison rather than just detaining them as 

punishment. Additionally, supporters of rehabilitation view prisoners as members of 

society rather than threats to society, hoping to reinstate them as productive individuals. 

Opponents of rehabilitation believe its methods are utopian and see positive 

reinforcement measures as rewarding prisoners who should be punished for their 

crimes. Critics also believe that reform would severely undermine the system of 

deterrence that has been a crucial part of the prison system since the days of the 

American colonies. These differences must be settled by the commission in order to 

reach a doable and effective solution.  

Housing the most violent criminals in the country, Alcatraz uses procedures akin 

to the deterrence model. Prisoner mistreatment is common among the guard corps, 

prisoners have limited free time, and prisoner privacy is nonexistent. Every procedure 

and mechanism executed by the guards serves to lessen the quality of life of the 

prisoners, hoping to create an unfavorable environment to deter them from bad 

behavior.  



“The Hole”, or the practice of solitary confinement, is itself a microcosm of the 

prison’s deterrence system, making it a punishment within a punishment. During a 

prisoner’s time in “the hole”, they are separated from all other prisoners and indeed all 

other human beings, and it is meant to be a punishment for detering inmates from 

causing trouble. Despite being brutal and unrelenting, the system of negative 

reinforcement has not deterred bad behavior. Just three years ago, convicted felon 

Henri Young murdered his cellmate in cold blood. Robert Stroud, another felon, killed a 

guard during his cigarette break. Many others have attempted to escape Alcatraz island; 

fortunately, none have succeeded. Yet these instances collectively reveal the failure of 

the current system, and why it needs to change.  

At the same time, how will the public react to Alcatraz policies loosening 

punishments on some of the world’s most notorious, dangerous, and violent criminals? 

Will loosening punishments at Alcatraz lead to less of a deterrent for dangerous 

criminals across the country?  Finding a balance between rehabilitation and deterrence 

which addresses many of the significant issues facing the prison will be crucial for this 

commission. 

 

Prison Conditions: Decay and Deterioration on Alcatraz Island 

Many of the buildings on Alcatraz island are in bad condition. As stated in 

previous sections, buildings such as Building 64, the Military Chapel, and the Industries 

Buildings all need renovations. Otherwise, these buildings will have to be demolished 

and be replaced by new buildings. In addition, the buildings that are not in a current 



state of decay are bound to start the process very soon. Every building on the island is 

over ten years old, and many have not seen renovations since their initial construction. 

In order to maintain safety and security, Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary must receive 

renovations and reparations to its buildings.  

At the same time, the budget for Alcatraz Penitentiary is becoming smaller and 

smaller. With the United States fully engulfed in fighting in the Second World War, the 

Department of Justice, and Alcatraz, are receiving less and less funds as more money is 

funneled towards the war effort. How will this committee find the funds to renovate 

these buildings, and prevent the further decay of Alcatraz?  

 

 

Outside of the Prison 

 



While what happens on Alcatraz Island is of critical importance to the 

commission, the commission needs to take into account external events, as well.  

After being attacked at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 (depicted in the image above), 

the United States is at war. Currently, American forces are fighting the Japanese in the 

Pacific and the Germans in North Africa while sending assistance to the Soviet Union 

via the Lend-Lease Agreement. The Atlantic Alliance of the United States and Great 

Britain hope to open up a European front to liberate continental Europe and take 

pressure off the Soviets. Resources and men are spread thin, and the entire country is on 

edge. While these political developments do not directly affect the penitentiary, the 

commission can not simply choose to ignore the overall political and social climate that 

they create.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Brief Bibliography and Possible Resources  

*These books can also be used as resources and research guides. They contain a 

plethora of information about Alcatraz federal penitentiary, and should be of great 

use* 
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