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School District Board OKs plan with SRCI for bread service

By JESSICA KELLER
ARGUS OBSERVER
JessicaK@argusobserver.com

Saturday, August 22, 2009 11:23 PM PDT

ONTARIO—The Ontario School

District and Snake River Correctional
Institution are poised to launch a
pilot program where SRCI inmates
would supply the bread products

used at the schools.

After hearing a presentation from
both Ontario School District Director
of Food Service Pam Suyematsu and
Jerry Timblin, SRCI food service
manager, the Ontario School Board
approved a pilot program to allow

SRCI inmates to provide bread
products to one local school.

“We don’t enter into this lightly,”
Suyematsu said. She added for the

program to proceed, good-
manufacturing practices and

consistent quality will have to be
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OBSERVER Many brands and
varieties of bread products are
available on the shelves at Red
Apple in Ontario, including Eddy’s,
the brand the Ontario School District
uses. In the future, however, OSD
could forego a national brand for
bread products made more close to
home by SRCI inmates should a pilot
program recently approved succeed.
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demonstrated, as well as the nutritional guidelines set for school districts

ensured in all the products.

While Suyematsu explained some of the logistical problems to the program
that need to be ironed out first, such as delivery matters, Timblin addressed
the safety concerns that he said usually arise when SRCI proposes having

inmates create food for others.

He said, those questions are always asked in such a presentations, but he
assured the School Board the standards for hiring the inmates in the
program and the health guidelines that have to be met to run such an

operation are stringent.

ADVERTISEMENT

“The inmates we use are not
just picked out of general
population and we hope that
they work out,” Timblin said,
adding staff ensures quality
inmates are hired.

He said, in the 14 years he

has worked at SRCI, not one person has been made sick in all that time. He
said he doubts the McDonald’s in town can make the same claim.

Timblin said anything produced by SRCI inmates is top-quality with strict
health guidelines set for the state that have to be followed.

“So there’s a huge process that takes place to do what we do on a daily

basis,” he said.

Currently, Timblin said, SRCI inmates provide products through its full
service bakery to 11 other Oregon Department of Corrections and Oregon
Youth Authority programs in the state, and the culinary program also
provides meals for the seniors in the Malheur Council on Aging program.

The reason SRCI was offering its services to the school district wasn’t
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said, the program is set up in a way that the inmates take ownership of
their positions and what they do, and it teaches them useful trade and
social skills that will benefit them when they get out of prison. He said SRCI
is in the business of helping inmates leave as productive citizens.

“We don’t want them to be good inmates when they’re released,” he said.
“We want them to be good citizens.”

The School Board members weren’t so concerned about the safety aspect
as they were about possibly affecting the people who currently deliver the
Eddy’s bread products to the school district from the distribution center in
Salt Lake City, but were told it was a small enough delivery as not to impact
the company greatly.

Suyematsu said after the meeting, she was keeping an open mind about the
program and thought it was worthwhile to try a pilot procedure, probably at
the high school, but a lot of its success depended on whether the logistics
could be worked out and how the food was received. She also wants to
ensure parents their students will not be receiving inferior products.

“If it doesn’t meet the standards and the nutritional then we won’t put it
out,” she said.

For her part, Ontario High School parent Kathy Urrea, who attended
Thursday’s meeting, said she was not opposed to the pilot program.

“It really doesn’t matter to me one way or the other,” she said, adding she
was satisfied with what she heard during the presentation, nor did she
harbor any safety concerns, because it sounded to her like the program is
more of a privilege than a job.

Offering a different perspective as a police officer and a parent with children
in the district, Ontario Police Department Capt. Mark Alexander said Friday
he might have a problem with the idea had he not toured the prison as part
of a Chamber of Commerce Leadership program and saw first-hand what
goes on in many of the programs, including the culinary and baking
programs.

“I actually would not have any problem with that,” Alexander said about his
children eating bread products made by inmates.

Alexander said, when he toured SRCI, he received information on the
programs and learned of the strict qualifications inmates must meet. He
also sampled food and ate lunch there, met some of the inmates in the
program and saw how well the operations are run and supervised.
Alexander said, he was impressed with what he witnessed, the quality of
work achieved and the attitude of the inmates working in the programs.

“It’s a privilege for the inmates to be working in those programs,”
Alexander said.

For him, whether the school district should enter into an agreement with
SRCI depends on whether there is a cost savings involved.

Based on the bid estimate provided to the school district from the prison, it
happens that there is. Board member David Cox said after the meeting, the
district would save approximately $1,000 a month or approximately
$10,000 a year from using SRCI if everything worked out.

That makes the deal worthwhile to Alexander.

“If the district could save $10,000 and put that into the facility, that would
be great,” he said. “I think that would be a very smart move.”

Following the meeting Thursday Cox said he thought the proposal was very
well explained, and he was satisfied entering into an agreement would not
unfairly compete with the private sector. He also said he was impressed
with the quality of the bread after tasting samples.

“The bread was good. The rolls were terrific. | only wish he’d brought the
cookies,” Cox said.

Cox said, if it works out, the savings is a huge draw as well to entering into
a longer pact.

“In these times, we have to do everything we can to save the taxpayer
money,” he said.

Check out more local news at www.argusobserver.com
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www.lettlcegrow.org

Sowing Seeds of Change

arly spring 2009 brought growth in an unusual way to inmates at
the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility in Wilsonville, Ore. What
started out as one seed of an idea sprouted from Michael Pollan’s
book, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, has become an organic garden that sup-
plements the prison's food supply, provides job training and education
opportunities, and offers the resident women a positive, social activity.

The Oregon Department of Corrections, community partners, farmers
and volunteers came together with seeds, soil testing, gardening sup-
plies, and banks of time and knowledge to cultivate the Lettuce Grow
Garden Foundation. It started as a project behind bars and is now
involving a whole community, from a grade school growing tomato
starts for the garden to A & L Laboratories, which provides soil testing.

With budget cuts across the board in state governments, the garden
harvest is supplementing diets as well as reducing costs in the kitchen.
In a system where residents, in general, face mounting health concerns,
the nutritional benefits start with fresh fruits and vegetables at meals
but branch out into an increased knowledge of the role these foods play
in optimum health.

Excited about the impact their program has had within the walls of
their prison, the Coffee Creek gardeners have a Lettuce Grow Garden
Foundation website so others can learn from them and perhaps even start
their own program. At www.lettucegrow.org, you can read about their
progress, challenges and milestones as the gardening program grows.
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