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(Updated July 2019) 

 

 

Thank you for your letter. We send this information to you in response to your 

questions or concerns about a recent case involving unconstitutional conditions in the 

Facility A Dining Hall of the California Substance Abuse Treatment Facility and State 

Prison in Corcoran (SATF). This letter includes an overview of the procedural history of the 

case, a short explanation of the law, and an Order from Kings County Superior Court Judge 

Donna Tarter, requiring the closure of the Facility A Dining Hall until it is repaired.  

 

On October 2, 2017, Mr. Robert Escareno filed a petition for writ of habeas corpus in 

the Kings County Superior Court, alleging that the conditions in the SATF Facility A 

Dining Hall were unconstitutional and in violation of the Eighth Amendment’s prohibition 

against cruel and unusual punishment. Mr. Escareno’s habeas corpus petition followed his 

exhaustion of SATF’s grievance process. Mr. Escareno began that process by submitting a 

Form 22 — a general purpose form that allows an incarcerated person to request an 

interview, item, or service — in January 2017 about “massive amounts of leaks” in the 

dining hall that caused “bird feces and water mold to fall onto the tables where inmates eat 

their morning and evening meals.” Mr. Escareno never received a response and, as such, 

the following month he filed a group appeal on behalf of himself and dozens of other 

incarcerated people reiterating his concerns. Mr. Escareno eventually exhausted his 

administrative appeals after receiving several unsatisfactory responses.  

 

Following an informal response to the habeas petition, submitted by the California 

Attorney General’s Office, and an amicus letter submitted by the Prison Law Office, Judge 

Donna Tarter issued an Order to Show Cause on February 23, 2018, and appointed our 

office to represent Mr. Escareno’s interests in the habeas proceeding.  

 

On August 9, 2018, after extensive briefing and discovery, the Court ordered an 

evidentiary hearing to learn more about the conditions in the Facility A Dining Hall. The 

purpose of the hearing was to resolve evidentiary conflicts raised by the pleadings. 

Specifically, the Court sought to determine the sufficiency of remedial measures taken by 

prison officials to ameliorate the risk of harm associated with the failing roof, including the 
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inevitable flow of contaminated water through moldy and disintegrating ceiling panels into 

the dining space below. 

 

Over a period of three days, the Court heard testimony from experts, prison officials, 

and people living at SATF. Hundreds of photographs, inspection reports, and work orders 

were admitted into evidence. We offered testimony from experts Steven Norris, in 

architecture and building construction, and Richard Subia, in prison administration, as well 

as from Mr. Escareno himself and another SATF resident, Marvin Dominguez.  The 

California Attorney General offered testimony from several prison staff and administrators 

as well as experts in mechanical ventilation systems, electrical systems, and industrial 

hygiene.   

 

The Eighth Amendment’s prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment protects 

people not only from inhumane methods of punishment, but also from inhumane conditions 

of confinement.  (Farmer v. Brennan (1994) 511 U.S. 825, 832.) To state an Eighth 

Amendment challenge to conditions of confinement, we had to make two showings.  First, 

we had to make an “objective” showing that the conditions were “sufficiently serious” to 

form the basis for an Eighth Amendment violation. (Wilson v. Seiter (1991) 501 U.S. 294, 

298.)  Second, we had to make a “subjective” showing that prison officials acted “with a 

sufficiently culpable state of mind” i.e., deliberate indifference.  (Ibid.) We argued that the 

conditions in the SATF Facility A Dining Hall — a failed roof, contaminated water flowing 

into the dining hall and the electrical and ventilation systems, persistent mold, 

disintegrating ceiling tiles, and mice and maggots falling from the ceiling — were 

“sufficiently serious” to satisfy the objective component of the Eighth Amendment, and that 

SATF officials had demonstrated deliberate indifference in their refusal to cease use of the 

dining hall despite their awareness of the risk of harm to incarcerated people. 

 

The California Attorney General’s Office, on the other hand, argued that the 

conditions in the Facility A Dining Hall, as alleged by Mr. Escareno, were not objectively 

sufficiently serious and that the evidence presented during the evidentiary hearing did not 

support a finding that the Facility A Dining Hall presented a substantial risk of serious 

harm to Mr. Escareno or other residents housed on Facility A.  

 

Judge Tarter disagreed with the government. The Court found that the intrusion of 

water contaminated with fecal matter, the presence of moldy and saturated ceiling tiles, 

and the entry of mice and maggots through areas of the ceiling that were unprotected by 

tiles, posed a substantial risk of harm to inmate health and safety and recognized that 

janitorial efforts were insufficient to abate that risk. These conditions violated the Eighth 

Amendment.  

 

As a result, Judge Tarter granted Mr. Escareno’s writ of habeas corpus on June 4, 

2019 and ordered SATF to cease use of the Facility A Dining Hall by June 18, 2019. 

Referring to the state of the dining hall, Judge Tarter wrote:     

 



 
 

 

It is a shame that the State of California and the Department of Corrections and 

Rehabilitation have allowed the Facility A Dining Hall to fall into such a state of 

disrepair. The evidence paints a picture of a correctional dining facility long 

neglected of basic building maintenance that is nearly irreconcilable with its location 

in a nation and state of such financial abundance and advanced legal standards for 

the habitability of real property and cleanliness of food service establishments. 

 

 In June 2019, SATF began housing unit feeding in the dormitories on Facility A. The 

Court’s Order will remain in effect until the Facility A Dining Hall is completely repaired 

and thus, alternative feeding may continue indefinitely. We are including a copy of the 

Court’s Order and opinion with this letter.  

 

 Our office will continue to monitor the situation at SATF until conditions improve. In 

the meantime, if you believe the living conditions at your institution may be 

unconstitutional, we advise you to first exhaust all of your administrative remedies, like 

Mr. Escareno, and send us the third level response. Even if we cannot represent you in your 

individual case, we may still be able to send you relevant information, including a manual 

on how to file a petition for writ of habeas corpus. 

 

We hope this information is helpful for you. Please let us know if you have any 

further questions or concerns.  
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