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The Office of the Corrections Ombuds (OCO) is established in Chapter 43.06C RCW. 
Duties of the office include investigations into complaints regarding the health, safety, 
welfare, and rights of incarcerated individuals in the Washington Department of 
Corrections (DOC). This report is provided pursuant to RCW 43.06C.040, which 
requires a public report at the conclusion of an investigation.1 This report has been 
edited to protect confidential information. OCO investigations and underlying records 
are confidential pursuant to RCW 43.06C.040 and 43.06C.060. Any persons wishing to 
report a complaint to OCO can do so via its online complaint form at oco.wa.gov or via 
its free, unmonitored hotline (360.664.4749). 

 

Brief Summary of Systemic/Policy Concern 
In 2019 through the beginning of 2020, OCO was approached by several family 
members of incarcerated individuals with concerns regarding the then-called “Offender 
Betterment Fund” (OBF) and how its funds were managed; specifically, they alleged 
that funds were not being used for the intended purposes of the fund, namely “offender 
betterment.” In particular, family members were concerned that the fund was being used 
to pay for almost 30 staff salaries, which they felt should have been paid for out of 
DOC’s general operational budget. The family members also raised concerns about 
lack of transparency of DOC staff in how the money was spent and how decisions were 

 
1 Note: All OCO investigations require a public report; however, only incidents involving critical or 
systemic issues receive an individual investigation report. All other investigations are publicly reported via 
OCO’s monthly outcome summary report, available on its website. 
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made about the fund. They also reported not feeling included in that decisionmaking, 
although the fund is based on commissions paid for telecommunication services that 
are paid for by incarcerated people and their families. 

 
 

Statutory Authority 
• Per RCW 43.06C.005, OCO was created to assist in strengthening procedures 

and practices that lessen the possibility of actions occurring within DOC that may 
adversely impact the health, safety, welfare, and rehabilitation of incarcerated 
individuals, and that will effectively reduce the exposure of DOC to litigation. 
 

 

Actions 
• OCO met with family members and DOC several times to discuss issues of 

concern before the COVID pandemic hit, at which point OCO paused its 
meetings on the topic to focus on COVID-related issues. To their credit, DOC 
staff continued working on several policy and budgetary issues that had been 
raised during the discussions, including publishing an updated policy and 
successfully advocating for the staff salaries that had been paid out of the fund to 
be moved to DOC’s general operations budget. DOC staff also voluntarily 
requested that the fund be included in the State Auditor’s performance audit of 
DOC’s fiscal operations. Two family member representatives were also selected 
for participation in budget meetings. OCO recognizes and applauds the work of 
DOC during this time. There is still more room for growth, particularly in the 
inclusion of family members and incarcerated persons in decisionmaking around 
the use of monies in the fund. 

 

Outcomes 
• DOC agreed to remove the word “offender” from the OBF policy and change the 

name to Incarcerated Individual Betterment Fund. 
 

• DOC agreed to begin posting annual financial reports to the DOC website for 
access by the Statewide Family Council (SFC) and other interested parties. 
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• DOC agreed to include two family members selected by the Statewide Family 
Council in the statewide expenditure decisionmaking and reviews of OBF. 
 

• DOC agreed to post quarterly reports regarding IIBF expenditures at each facility 
and provide quarterly presentations by Local Business Advisors (LBAs) to each 
family council. DOC also agreed to ensure quarterly reports on expenditures at 
the facility level are posted in prison living units and the visit rooms.  
 

• DOC applied greater scrutiny to the contracts paid out of IIBF for family friendly 
activities to ensure appropriate return on investment.2  
 

• DOC requested and received funding to move staff salaries out of IIBF and into 
DOC’s general operational budget. 
 

• DOC requested that IIBF be included in the State Auditor’s accountability audit of 
DOC’s fiscal operations. No concerns were raised by the audit. 
 

• DOC clarified in the updated policy the stated purpose of this fund to reduce 
idleness of the incarcerated population and increase family and community ties.  
 

 

Recommendations 
• Create a more equitable structure that allows for greater decision-making by 

incarcerated persons and their families regarding the use of IIBF.  
 

o Related, create a structured, established process for the collection of input 
from both family members and the incarcerated population regarding 
suggestions for the expenditure of funds, including family friendly 
activities, per incarcerated individual allocation expenditures, and one-time 
capital projects.  

 
• Increase expenditures for family friendly activities, EFV program expansion, art 

classes, book clubs, music rooms, recreational equipment and other positive, 
pro-social activities that will directly benefit the incarcerated population. Ensure 
IIBF funds are used to directly benefit the incarcerated population. 

 
2 The two main contracts that were evaluated were in regard to Western Van and Matthew House. Both 
were discontinued. Funds from the discontinued contracts were converted into family friendly activity 
funding, including the hotel voucher program. 
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• Create greater transparency and accountability by publishing a quarterly budget-

to-actuals report including a detailed list of every item purchased with IIBF 
monies for each facility. 
 

• Create better accountability for IIBF through regular oversight review of detailed 
IIBF expenditure transactions by the IIBF Administrator.  
 

• While the new statewide IIBF events are appreciated to provide information on 
IIBF to family members, the current format is not accessible to everyone and also 
does not allow for live dialogue and discussion between family members and 
DOC staff regarding the use of the funds; DOC should consider using a different 
platform/structure that allows for more accessibility and dialogue. 
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