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May 8, 2009

Eric H. Holder, Jr.

Attorney General of the United States
950 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, DC 20530

Dear Attorney General Holder:

I would like to take this opportunity to underscore the urgent need for immediate
action with respect to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, and, in particular, for the removal of -
Bureau of Prisons Director Harley G. Lappin. Late last month, Director Lappin’s
unjustified and dangerous insistence on taking an adversarial approach to the provision of
stab-resistant vests to federal correctional officers resulted in another federal correctional
officer receiving serious stab wounds after being attacked by an inmate.

As you are likely aware, a correctional officer at the high security United States
Penitentiary located in the Terre Haute, Indiana, Federal Correctional Complex was
stabbed by an inmate on April 23, 2009. This stabbing comes less than a year after 22-
year old correctional officer Jose Rivera was stabbed to death by an inmate at the high
security United States Penitentiary located in Atwater, California. Although, thankfully,
the Terre Haute officer was not killed, he suffered lacerations to his head and eye along
with puncture wounds to his back. Importantly, neither officer was wearing a stab-
resistant vest when he was attacked. It seems self-evident to me that had either officer
been wearing a stab-resistant vest his injuries might have been considerably diminished,
and, in fact, Officer Rivera might still be alive today.

But, rather than adopt a functional risk based approach to the provision of stab-
resistant vests, Director Lappin has opted for an adversarial strategy of delay and a stab-
resistant vest policy that makes little sense. On the one hand, he would make the decision
to wear a stab-resistant vest an entirely voluntary decision on the part of individual
correctional officers. On the other hand, if an individual correctional officer chooses to
wear a vest, the Director mandates that the officer must wear the vest at all times, and
that a failure to wear the (voluntarily selected) vest may be cause for discipline. I believe
that on its face this policy is completely arbitrary, and fails to serve the best interests of
the Bureau’s correctional officers. For example, Director Lappin’s policy lacks any
analysis of whether the wearing of a vest is warranted based on an individual officer’s
posting or duties or even based on the officer’s proximity or access to inmates; factors
that AFGE believes to be crucial to the successful deployment of stab-resistant vests






