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TAMPA – The American Correctional Association (ACA), a non-governmental organization 
that provides accreditation to correctional facilities – for a price – is holding its 2014 Winter 
Conference at the Tampa Convention Center from January 31 through February 4. 
 
The ACA, which is mostly composed of current and former corrections employees, offers 
accreditation of prisons, jails and other detention facilities. ACA officials therefore provide 
accreditation to their correctional colleagues with no oversight outside the organization itself – 
an inherent conflict of interest.  
 
“This is the fox guarding the prison-house,” said Ken Kopczynski with the Private Corrections 
Working Group, a Tallahassee-based non-profit that opposes the privatization of correctional 
services. “No one is watching the ACA, which purports to be watching over prisons and jails by 
giving those facilities a stamp of approval through its accreditation process.” 
 
The ACA grants accreditation based on a facility’s ability to meet dozens of standards that the 
ACA itself promulgates, at its discretion. Accreditation is not free; prisons and jails that seek 
accreditation must pay an accreditation fee. According to a letter posted on the ACA’s website, 
“The cost to an agency will be $3,000 per day, plus $1,500 for each auditor on the audit team 
regardless of the size or type of facility.”  
 
The organization relies heavily on such fees. For example, in 2011 the ACA reported receiving 
more than $4.5 million in accreditation fees – almost half of the organization’s total revenue for 
that year. Facilities that fail accreditation can re-apply, and the ACA provides waivers for failure 
to meet certain accreditation standards. The organization has a financial incentive to provide as 
many accreditations as possible, and rarely revokes accreditations. 
 
Further, the ACA has a close relationship with for-profit prison companies such as Corrections 
Corporation of America (CCA) and the Boca Raton-based GEO Group. The companies not only 
pay to have their facilities accredited, they also sponsor the ACA’s bi-annual conferences and 
run paid advertisements in the ACA’s magazine, Corrections Today. The ACA’s past president, 
Davidson County, Tennessee Sheriff Daron Hall, is a former CCA program director, while CCA 
vice president Harley Lappin chairs the ACA’s Standards Committee. 
 
ACA accreditation is based largely on documentation provided by the correctional facility being 
examined and whether it has certain policies in place – not necessarily whether it follows those 
policies as a matter of practice.  
 
“If a prison has a policy on paper that says officers cannot beat inmates with rubber truncheons, 
it can be accredited by the ACA even if officers at that facility are in fact beating inmates with 
truncheons on a regular basis,” said Kopczynski. “They basically conduct a paper audit.” 



 
 
Due to the paper audit nature of ACA accreditation, some facilities have experienced significant 
problems despite being accredited. For example, the CCA-operated Otter Creek Correctional 
Center in Kentucky was accredited by the ACA in 2009 when at least five prison employees 
were prosecuted for raping or sexually abusing prisoners; two states withdrew their inmates from 
Otter Creek following the sex scandal, but the facility did not lose its ACA accreditation. 
 
The privately-operated Walnut Grove Youth Correctional Facility in Mississippi was accredited 
by the ACA even though the U.S. Department of Justice found “systemic, egregious practices” at 
that facility, including “brazen” sexual activity between staff and offenders that was “among the 
worst that we’ve seen in any facility anywhere in the nation.” When approving a settlement in  
a class-action lawsuit against Walnut Grove in 2012, U.S. District Court Judge Carlton Reeves 
wrote that the facility “allowed a cesspool of unconstitutional and inhuman acts and conditions  
to germinate, the sum of which places the offenders at substantial ongoing risk.” 
 
Most recently, the ACA-accredited, CCA-operated Idaho Correctional Center has been cited for 
extremely high levels of inmate-on-inmate violence, understaffing and fraudulent reporting of 
staffing hours; CCA was held in contempt by a federal court in September 2013 for violating a 
settlement in a class-action suit against the facility. Even before the contempt ruling the state  
had decided to regain control over the prison, which remains accredited by the ACA 
 
“Holding correctional facilities accountable to specified standards is a worthy goal,” stated 
Kopczynski. “However, the ACA’s accreditation process is lacking in that regard; the 
organization has an inherent conflict of interest in accrediting correctional facilities when ACA 
officials who are current and former corrections employees evaluate other corrections officials. 
The ACA is also dependent on the fees it charges for accreditation, there is no independent 
oversight of the ACA, it sets its own standards for correctional facilities and it’s influenced  
by the private prison industry, which is more concerned with profit than public safety.” 
 
__________________________ 
 
 
The Private Corrections Working Group (PCWG), www.privateci.org, is a non-profit citizen 
watchdog group that educates the public about the significant dangers and pitfalls associated 
with the privatization of correctional services. PCWG maintains an online collection of news 
reports and other resources related to the private prison industry, and holds the position that  
for-profit prisons have no place in a free and democratic society.  
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