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Foreword: PIC and Abolition
You don’t have to be an abolitionist to run a book to prisoners group, but we are and we find the 
analysis useful for evaluating our work and deciding what good directions to take are. If you’re not 
familiar with the terms, Prison Industrial Complex or Abolition, the following simple definitions, 
adapted from the organization Critical Resistance, may help you understand the context in which 
abolitionists operate.     

The Prison Industrial Complex

The prison industrial complex (PIC) describes the 
overlapping interests of government and industry and the 
use of surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions 
to economic, social and political problems.

Through its reach and impact, the PIC promotes and 
preserves the authority of people who get their power 
through racial, economic and other privileges. There are 
many ways this power is amassed and maintained through 
the PIC. Here are some examples. Mass media creates images 
that foster stereotypes of people of color, poor people, queer 
people, immigrants, youth, and other oppressed communities 
as criminal, delinquent, or deviant. “Tough on crime” 
politicians then play on this fabricated threat to earn political 
gains. Private companies earn huge profits supplying police 
forces and running private prisons.  All of this stifles social 
and political dissent by oppressed communities that struggle 
for self-determination and reorganization of power in the US.

Abolition

As PIC abolitionists we understand that the prison industrial 
complex is not a broken system to be fixed.   The system, 
rather, works precisely as it is designed to—to contain, 
control, and kill those people representing the greatest 
threats to state power. Our goal is not to improve the system 
even further, but to bring an end to it.

Because the PIC is not an isolated system, abolition is a broad 
strategy.   Abolition isn’t just getting rid of buildings full 
of cages. It requires dismantling this society that feeds and 
relies on oppression and inequalities maintained through 
punishment, violence, and control of millions of people.

Abolition is a commitment to struggle for liberation. 

Abolition is both a practical organizing tool and a long-
term goal.

Introduction
This manual is designed to help the reader start and maintain a prison book program. The information is 
based on the years of experience of two collectives, Books Through Bars in Philadelphia and the Prison 
Books Collective in Carrboro. It is not meant to be taken as an absolute, but as friendly advice when 
devising your own policies and procedures. The second person “you” is adopted only for grammatical 
convenience. It is assumed that several persons will be taking part in an organization‘s decision making 
and administration. 

Please get in touch with us if you have any questions about anything in this manual or need to trouble 
shoot. We are available to help other Books 2 Prisoner groups and have over a decade of experience that 
we are thrilled to share.

Until Every Cage Is Empty,

—The Prison Books Collective

Appendix 5: Instructions for New Volunteers
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H

IV+ m
ale prisoners at M
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P
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IV+ fem
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.O
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ox 68924 Jackson, 
M
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 601-353-1038.

• 
N

orth Carolina H
arm

 R
eduction Coalition 
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rovides education and direct services 

to those m
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harm

 reduction m
ethods. P
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D

urham
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pacted by drug use. 
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York, N
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• 
A

ID
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 non-profit 
organization that provides inform

ation, 
services, and resources to people living 
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S. They provided som
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.O
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attiesburg, M
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M

ontgom
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ID
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rings 

H
IV/A
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m
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IV/
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ID
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counseling services, housing, public health, 
em

ploym
ent resources. They also have an 

office in D
othan. 820 W
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oulevard 

M
ontgom

ery, A
L 36105 ¤

 1-800-510-4704.
• 

R
A

IN
N

 - R
ape, A

buse and Incest N
ational 

N
etw

ork - A
 national anti-sexual assault 

organization that w
orks in collaboration 

w
ith rape crisis centers across the country. 

A
ll services are free and confidential and 

provided to survivors regardless of age, 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and 
im

m
igration status. To get help, call 1-800-

656-H
O

P
E (4673).

• 
CU

R
E - A

 national prison reform
 group 

w
ith chapters in M

S, A
L, and N

C. P
O

 B
ox 

97175 P
earl, M

S 38835 ¤
 P

O
 B

ox 190504 
B

irm
ingham

, A
L 35219 ¤
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O
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ox 49572 

Charlotte, N
C 28277 

• 
A

labam
a W

om
en’s R

esource N
etw

ork - 
AW

R
N

’s role is to keep the plight of w
om

en 
in prison at the forefront of public discussion, 
prison policy decision m

aking, and to 
support the grow

ing voice of w
om

en on the 
inside. 1211 28th Street South Suite 100C 
B

irm
ingham

, Alabam
a 35205 ¤

 334-202-5092 
¤

 aw
rn.org@

gm
ail.com

• 
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narchist B
lack Cross - Jacksonville - 

A
B

C is a national netw
ork and federation 
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hich provide m

aterial aid 
and political support to political prisoners, 
as w

ell as radical literature to general 
populations. Their closest chapter is in 
Jacksonville, FL. A

B
CF P

.O
. B

ox 350392 
Jacksonville, FL 32235-0392 ¤

 jax@
abcf.net

• 
Critical R

esistance N
ew

 O
rleans - The 

N
ew

 O
rleans chapter of this national, 
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active on issues like judicial racism
 and 

am
nesty for local prisoners, but is also 

• 
W
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en’s P

rison B
ook P
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free books to w
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en and trans inm
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ates in N
C, 

M
S, and AL. W
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ook P
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oneshaker B
ooks, 2002 23rd Ave. S, 

M
inneapolis, M

N
 55404 ¤

 612-871-7110
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4
 Struggle M

ag - M
agazine from

 the hearts 
and m

inds of N
orth Am

erican P
olitical 

P
risoners and Friends. Free P

risoner 
Subscriptions (rem

em
ber it costs $1.10 to 

send a letter to Canada) P
.O

. B
ox 97048, 

R
P

O
 R

oncesvalles Ave., Toronto, O
ntario, 
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6R

 3B
3 Canada

• 
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agazine - M

s. is a fem
inist m
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en in prison can get a free 

m
em
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ing 
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, 1600 
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lvd., Suite 801, Arlington, VA 22209
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a - Takes on lim

ited 
num

ber of individual cases and provides 
referrals. A
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Equal Justice Initiative of A

labam
a - 
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rongly 
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ith violent crim

es, 
poor people denied effective representation, 
and others w

hose trials are m
arked by 

racial bias or prosecutorial m
isconduct. 122 

Com
m

erce St. M
ontgom

ery, AL 36104 ¤
 334-

269-1803 ¤
 http://w

w
w

.eji.org/
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H
A

LT - O
ffers a list of free publications 

and legal guide. 1612 K
 St N

W
, Ste 510, 

W
ashington, D

C 20006
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N
C Center on A

ctual Innocence - Investigates 
claim

s of innocence for N
C felonies w

ith at 
least three years left in the sentence. P

O
 B

ox 
52446, Shannon P

laza Station D
urham

, N
orth 

Carolina 27717-2446 ¤
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• 
P

rison Self-H
elp Legal Clinic - Supports 

prisoners' efforts at self-litigation w
ith 

educational resources. P
rovides services in 

Spanish and English. P
O

 B
ox 798 N

ew
ark 

N
J 07101

• 
N

ational Law
yers G

uild - A national 
organization of progressive and radical 
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ide range of issues 

w
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is in B
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ingham
. They publish an excellent 

Jailhouse Law
yer handbook, w
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 their national office 
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assau St., Ste. 922 N

ew
 York, N

Y 
10038 ¤

 212-679-5100 ¤
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w
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.nlg.org/
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Salvation A
rm

y of A
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a, Louisiana, 
and M

ississippi - politically conservative, 
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provide parole assistance, prerelease, 
job-training program

s, em
ploym

ent 
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personnel, and m

aterial aid. P
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¤
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.org/

• 
Salvation A

rm
y - Carolinas D

ivision 
- See description above. P

.O
. B

ox 
241808 Charlotte, N

C 28224-1808 
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• 

Southern Center for H
um
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ights - 
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legal representation, challenges hum

an 
rights violations in prisons and jails, seeks 
to im

prove legal representation for poor 
people accused of crim

es, and advocates 
for crim

inal justice system
 reform

s on 
behalf of those affected by the system

 in 
the Southern U

nited States. 83 P
oplar St. 

A
tlanta, G

A
 30303 / 404-688-1202

• 
P

rison Legal N
ew

s - M
onthly m

agazine 
that provides cutting edge review

 and 
analysis of prisoner rights, court rulings 
and new

s concerning prison-related 
issues. P

rovides inform
ation that enables 

prisoners and other concerned individuals 
and organizations to seek the protection 
and enforcem

ent of prisoners’ rights at 
the grassroots level. $3.50 sam

ple issue/ 
$30 Year subscription. H

as catalog of legal 
books. A

ccepts books of new
 stam

ps as 
paym

ent. P
.O

. B
ox 1151 Lake W

orth, FL 
33460 ¤

 561-360-2523

a helpful resource for general prison 
organizing in the South. 930 N

. B
road 

St. N
ew

 O
rleans, LA

 70119 ¤
 crno@

criticalresistance.org
• 

W
om

en and P
rison: A

 Site for R
esistance 

- A
 w

ebsite that m
akes visible w

om
en’s 

experiences in the crim
inal justice system

. 
The stories are supported by a collection 
of resources, such as organizations, 
reports, essays, and links to a w

ide range 
of inform

ation on w
om

en and prison. 4001 

N
. R

avensw
ood #

204 B
 Chicago, IL 60613 ¤

 
http://w

w
w

.w
om

enandprison.org
• 

Jericho M
ovem

ent - A
 group dedicated to 

gaining recognition that the U
S harbors 

political prisoners and prisoners of w
ar, 

and to w
inning am

nesty and freedom
 for 
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rite to their national 
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O

 B
ox 2164 Chesterfield, 

VA
 23832 ¤

 718-325-4407 ¤
 http://w

w
w

.
thejerichom
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ent.com
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I. The Raw Materials

A. Space
A prison book program requires indoor space for both storage and packing. At a bare minimum, 
you will need a place the size of a garage to start. You will also need lots of shelves of whatever 
type you can find. Books stacked vertically soon become amorphous piles of chaos. Cinder blocks 
and boards are the old standby for dirt cheap shelving.  Folding tables can be used for working 
surfaces and then stored if the space is multipurpose.  

Some of the places to investigate for usable space are 
churches, bookstores, community centers, libraries, 
schools, and warehouses.  When you call potential 
spaces, explain what you are setting out to do and the 
type of space you need. Ideally they will be interested 
not only in providing the space, but also inviting people 
to get involved in the project. Also check with any 
property owners you know who may have vacant areas 
in their buildings. 

Your first location does not have to be permanent. 
Since a book mailing operation requires no major 
structural remodeling, or special electrical or plumbing 
modifications, it is relatively inexpensive to move out 
of one spot and into another one. Security is a minimal 
concern as nearly nothing you need has any direct 
cash value. 

Bear in mind that the space needs to be accessible by 
many people sometimes at odd hours. An area in a 
private residence is not well suited to this set up unless it 
has its own entrance. Beware of damp, stuffy basements 
as books can mildew, particularly in the summertime. 
Ventilation is a consideration in any damp space or 
climate. Also avoid any space that floods as this ruins 

any books stored directly on the floor. When considering 
attics the number of steps and type of stairs is a concern. 
Remember you will be bringing thousands of books into 
your space and carrying hundreds of packages out of 
it. This is not an insurmountable problem, but worth 
evaluating.  Finding a site that is accessible to all bodies 
is of course ideal.  

Running water and a refrigerator are not required in the 
room or rooms you set up in. Access to a bathroom is 
handy. It can be down a hallway or at the other end of 
a warehouse. Trying to get by using a bedroom or living 
room is not recommended. Incoming books take on a life 
of their own. 

Like kudzu on an open hillside, piles and boxes of books 
will accumulate and cover every desk, shelf, cabinet, 
table, chair and anything else with a flat surface including 
the floor.

With an adequate budget it’s possible to lease a space, 
but paying rent is generally too large a burden for a book 
program just getting started. While a location need not 
be permanent you can avoid the complications of address 
changes by conducting all your correspondence from a 
post office box.

B. Letters from Prisoners
How do prisoners find out you exist?  You’re providing a free service that’s much in demand, so 
advertising tends to take care of itself.

Once the word is out on the prison grapevine you’ll be 
flooded with requests.  Probably the easiest way to start 
is by contacting an existing prison book program that 
serves prisons in your geographic area and ask them to  
pass on some of their requests. If you do this, be sure to 
tell the prisoners how you received their request so they 

won’t feel like the other program forgot about them. If 
you don’t think you can fill the requests as quickly as the 
other program would fill them, let them know.

If you are anxious to get the floodgates roaring notify  other 
prison book programs of your existence and tell them to 
pass the word along. Make sure you have a large mailbox!
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others w
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s, 

m
entoring program

s for children w
ith 

incarcerated parents, and re-entry 
resources. P

.O
. B

ox 986, M
ontgom

ery, A
L 

36101 ¤
 1-800-679-0246

• 
A

labam
a W

om
en’s R

esource N
etw

ork 
- O

ffers Fam
ily R

eunification and P
arole 

P
reparation W

orkshops for Loved O
nes of 

A
labam

a State P
risoners. A

W
R

N
 teaches 

fam
ilies how

 to collaborate w
ith their 

loved ones on developing a com
prehensive 

reentry plan and how
 to present that plan 

to the A
labam

a P
arole B

oard at a parole 
hearing. 401 B

eacon P
arkw

ay W
est, R

m
123 

B
irm

ingham
, A

L 35209
• 

Storybook P
rison M

inistry - H
elps to 

build relationships betw
een incarcerated 

non-custodial parents and their children 
through books. P

ackages and m
ail books, 

w
ritten m

essages, and CD
 recordings of 

parents (housed in Central M
S Correctional 

Facility) reading to their children. P
.O

. B
ox 

23815, Jackson, M
S 39225-3815 

• 
H

arriet's H
ouse - A

 program
 of Safe 

P
assage that provides transitional housing 

for up to 24 m
onths w

ith case m
anagem

ent 
services to w

om
en leaving the prison 

system
. P

rim
ary goal of the program

 
is to re-unite m

others w
ith their child/

children w
hile participants in the program

 
are striving for self-sufficiency. P

assage 
H

om
e, A

ttn: H
arriet’s H

ouse, P
O

 B
ox 10347, 

R
aleigh, N

C 27605 / 919-256-4262
• 

M
atthew

 25 Center - P
rovides free 

accom
m

odations and support to fam
ilies 

w
ho travel great distances to visit their 

loved ones in prison in Southeastern N
orth 

Carolina. 1196 P
enderlea H

ighw
ay B

urgaw
, 

N
C 28425

• 
Legal Services for P

risoners w
ith 

Children - LSP
C advocates for the hum

an 
rights and em

pow
erm

ent of incarcerated 
parents, children, fam

ily m
em

bers and 
people at risk for incarceration. 1540 
M

arket St., Suite 490 San Francisco, 
CA 94102 ¤

 415-255-7036 ¤
 http://w

w
w

.
prisonersw

ithchildren.org

• 
M

ississippi Innocence P
roject - P

rovides 
quality legal representation to M

ississippi 
state prisoners serving significant periods 
of incarceration w

ho have cognizable 
claim

s of w
rongful conviction. The P

roject 
also seeks to identify and address system

ic 
problem

s in the crim
inal justice system

 
and to develop initiatives that raise public 
and political aw

areness of the prevalence 
of w

rongful convictions. P
.O

. B
ox 1848, 

U
niversity, M

S 38677-1848 ¤
 662-915-5207

• 
Save K

ids of Incarcerated P
arents (SK

IP
, 

Inc.) - P
rovide support services to children 

of incarcerated parents and their fam
ilies 

and to increase public aw
areness of the 

underlying problem
s of these children as 

victim
s through education, advocacy and 

research. P
. O

. B
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these support groups, children learn that 
they are not alone in this situation, talk 
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otions 
associated w

ith having a parent in jail 
or prison, and form

 or strengthen a 
relationship w

ith that incarcerated parent 
through w
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riting. 115-A
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irl Scout Leadership Experience. 
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eetings 
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m

unities, m
aking G

irl Scouting 
a consistent presence in their lives. G
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Scouts of the U
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 York, N
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ate support group too. Traci 
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• 
A

labam
a P

rison A
rts + Education P
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ffers creative w
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for participating “correctional” facilities. 
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a P

rison A
rts + Education P

roject, 
D
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¤
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Islam
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/
• 
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rison P

roject - O
ffers spiritual 
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. 
PO

 B
ox 33036 R

aleigh, N
C 27636 / 415-701-

8500 / http://w
w

w
.liberationprisonproject.org 

• 
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property policies. PO
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O
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• 
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• 
B
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m
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• 

Lam
bda Legal - Southern R

egional 
- P

rovides services related to the civil 
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N
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w

w
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w
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• 
Tranzm
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 transgender activist 
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to queer and trans prisoners across the 
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5537 N
. B
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ay, Chicago, IL 60640. 

• 
Earth First! Journal - The journal of 
ecological resistance. D

iscounted prisoner 
subscriptions/w

aiting list for free sub-
scriptions PO

 B
ox 964, Lake W

orth, FL 33460
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C. Books
There are many ways to get books for free. It is not difficult to build up a network of supply lines 
and you may end up with more books than you have the resources to sort, store or send. At that 
point your concern will be narrowing your selection to what you need the most. The good news 
is that you can sell overstock to pay for more postage.  There are at least two types of books you 
may end up purchasing: dictionaries and blank journals or composition books, so it’s worth 
finding cheap sources or donors to fund them.

Used bookstores- Build a friendly relationship with 
the used book stores in your area. Besides letting you 
cart off their overstocks, they can refer other groups or 
individuals who have books to your organization. Keep 
an eye out for “bag days” or other sales. 

Libraries- Public libraries often clear out their unpopular 
titles. Once they are familiar with your work, they may 
give you first pick at the books they are liquidating. Bear 
in mind that the majority of a library’s stock is hardback, 
which cannot be sent to some prisons. Even if a prison 
will accept hardbacks you have to consider whether the 
increased postage costs are worth it. However, do not 
shun all hardbacks, you may be able to sell them or trade 
them for books that would be more useful.  

Publishers- Contact small and/or alternative 
publishers, particularly ones in your area. Books from a 
publisher’s retail inventory stock that show even slight 
damage cannot be sold as brand new. Because the laws 
of gravity apply to the print trade as equally as to the rest 
of us, publishers are constantly accumulating damaged 
books and will often donate them to you on an ongoing 
basis. Besides damaged inventory publishers have 
“remaindered” stock. When more copies of a title are 
printed than the retail market demands, eventually the 
excess is remaindered at a reduced cost. To ensure that 
they are not then resold by a third party at full price, the 
front cover is usually all or partially cut off. Some prisons 
do not accept remaindered books, but in most prisons 
they are not a problem.

People Involved in Journalism – Literary critics, 
college professors, and editors are bombarded by 
publishers with advance copies, also called “review 
copies” of new books, and may be glad to give a large 
proportion of them to you.

Donations from Individuals and Groups- By 
putting out the word that you accept donated books in 
order to send them to prisoners, you will be contacted 
by  individuals and groups eager to give you books. It is 
easier to facilitate accepting these donations if you have 
access to some type of vehicle. However, this is not a 
requirement, and you can simply tell interested parties 
that they need to drop off their donations at a specified 
time and place. 

Schools - Schools of all types can be a valuable source of 
books. Professors, teachers and students of community 
colleges, universities, middle schools and high schools 
will often coordinate book drives. College students may 
donate textbooks that they are not able to sell back to 
their campus bookstore. Sometimes middle schools and 
high schools will donate textbooks that they will no 
longer use in the classroom. 

Drop Off Boxes - Contact local libraries, religious 
groups and activist organizations to see if you can set up 
a donation box in their meeting space. Try to find one or 
two centrally located and public spaces at which book 
donations can be dropped off at anytime. 

Book Banks - Your town might operate something 
like Philadelphia’s Book Bank. The Book Bank is open 
several days a week, to teachers and representatives of 
community organizations. It is a valuable source of high 
school level textbooks.
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•	 African American Fiction

•	 African American Non-
Fiction

•	 Anthropology/Archaeology

•	 Art

•	 Auto/biography

•	 Business/Economics

•	 Comic Books

•	 Computers

•	 Ecology

•	 Feminism/Women’s Studies

•	 Foreign Language

•	 General Fiction/Novels

•	 Grammar/Composition

•	 Health/Women’s Health

•	 History, US and World

•	 Latin American Fiction

•	 Latin American Studies

•	 LGBTQ Studies

•	 Literature/Classics

•	 Math and Science

•	 Music

•	 Indigenous

•	 Philosophy

•	 Poetry

•	 Popular Fiction (Pulp Fiction/
Thrillers/Sci-Fi/Fantasy, Etc.)

•	 Politics/Anarchism

•	 Psychology

•	 Puzzles/Games

•	 Reference

•	 Religion, Spirituality, 
UFOs, Occult (and all things 
improvable)

•	 Romance/Erotica

•	 Self-help

•	 Spanish (books in Spanish)

•	 True Crime (no glorified 
sexual violence stuff)

•	 Westerns

A few notes based on our experiences:
Dictionaries! Take in every dictionary you can get your 
hands on-from big fat unabridged volumes to slim little 
grade school paperbacks. Our all time most requested book 
is the dictionary, and unless you can find a good regular 
source locally, you may have a chronic shortage of them, 
so stock up whenever the opportunity presents itself.  

We send “journal” or blank composition books on 
request. This is another category of book you may need 
to purchase or find a designated donor if you decide to 
provide them.  

The popular fiction/pulp fiction category is for current 
name authors such as John Grisham, Dean Koontz, 
Stephen King, etc. This stuff makes the rounds inside 
prisons and is as widely enjoyed there as on the outside. 
You will get specific requests by title for many of these 
books. The reason for making popular fiction a separate 
category from general fiction/novels/literature is because 
there’s a higher turnover and it makes it easier to find 

out if that one last Dean Koontz is still around without 
poking through all the Faulkner, Allende, Vonnegut, 
and Doctorow on the shelves. We avoid sending in 
books from the “serial killer” genre such as the Silence 
of the Lambs books or true crime books that focus on 
murdering women or other glorified sexual violence.  We 
usually have an entire shelf designated for Fantasy and 
Science Fiction with high turnover. 

Westerns are the cowboy themed novels by Louis L’Amor 
and others. These are separated from Fiction/Novels 
because prisoners often specifically request Westerns. 
Just like we vet for glorified violence against women, we 
vet for glorified slaughter of indigenous peoples, too.  

There is no category for pornography, because depictions 
of nudity are pretty strictly forbidden by prisons. That 
said, we generally leave most of the censorship to the 
prisons’ own censors and try to keep self-censorship to 
a minimum. We’ve been truly surprised by what’s been 

Types of Books
Most letters from prisoners request specific genres or titles of books, so it is advisable to use some 
system to sort and categorize the books you have. However, unlike a library, your stock is always 
changing, so the benefit of devising a complex cataloging system has diminishing returns. We 
separate the books into broad categories or genres.  Even alphabetizing books within a section 
isn’t generally worth the bother. It takes far too much time and with the high turnover of books 
coming and going, you’ll have enough to do just keeping your inventory separated into subject 
categories. The Prison Books Collective currently uses these categories:
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a patriarchy w

ith pow
er concentrated 

in the hands of m
en, and that this 

patriarchy actively prevents w
om

en from
 

becom
ing free and com

plete hum
an 

beings. W
om

en are oppressed by being 
denied access to econom

ic resources, 

political pow
er, and control over their 

reproduction. This oppression is 
m

anaged by several institutions, chiefly 
the fam

ily, religion, and the state.”
IN

D
IG

EN
O

U
S R

EB
ELLIO

N
 - W

e are all 
living on stolen land.
P

R
ISO

N
S &

 P
O

LITICA
L P

R
ISO

N
ER

S - 
O

ver tw
o and a half m

illion people are 
in jail or prison in the U

nited States, 
m

ore people than constitute the entire 
U

S m
ilitary.

P
O

P
U

LA
R

 H
ISTO

R
Y &

 SO
CIA

L 
M

O
VEM

EN
TS - H

istory isn’t w
hat 

happened, but a story of w
hat 

happened. Every history contains 
different lessons. The selection of 
w

hich histories a society chooses to 
teach shapes w

hat w
e understand is 

possible. For that reason, m
any of 

these texts present stories ignored or 
om

itted from
 m

ainstream
 history.

W
O

R
K

, CLA
SS, &

 A
N

TICA
P

ITA
LISM

 
- A

t w
ork our tim

e and activity is 
stolen from

 us and sold as profit. 
The conflict betw

een those w
ho 

have to w
ork and our em

ployers and 
governm

ents is class struggle. To 
say our lives are m

ore im
portant 

than our boss’s profits attacks the 
very nature of capitalism

, and points 
to the possibility of a w

orld w
ithout 

classes and privately-ow
ned m

eans 
of production. W

e are the w
orking 

class resisting our ow
n existence, 

struggling against w
ork and class.
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D. Zines
In addition to books, we also make available thousands of “zines,” small booklets on contemporary 
political subjects like race, gender, direct action, anarchism, popular history, and anti-prison struggles.

It’s hard to get lots of radical books donated, so we 
use zines as a way to bridge the gap between supply 
and demand. As we are able to provide multiple copies 
of these, prisoners are able to form study groups and 
themselves engage other prisoners in these topics. Study 
groups like these have popped up in a number of prisons 
throughout the South. Ideally, these groups can be a 
catalyst for prisoner organizing on the inside, as well as 
function as a form of dialogue between radicals on both 
sides of the prison walls. We include a zine catalog in 

each package sent. It’s been cool to see someone who 
firsts writes us for pulp fiction like Koontz or Grisham 
and then over the years ends up asking for Black Power 
environmentalist, and anarchist zines. You can see our 
Zine Catalog in Apendix II. 

These days to keep up with our growing demand for 
zines and legal primers we print everything in house 
using a risograph. Get in touch with us if you would like 
tips on how to get your group set up with one.

approved over the years, whether it’s hundreds of copies 
of Black Power Revolt, histories of gang truce organizing, 
or thousands of specifically anarchist books, newspapers, 
and zines. It doesn’t hurt to have a friendly lawyer or 
your local ACLU chapter write the occasional letter on 
your behalf when things get banned that shouldn’t be. We 
believe if we’re not sending in books that help prisoners 
understand and challenge their conditions then we’re 
wasting our time and resources.

Organize your shelving based on the level of popularity 
of the topic area. If your space consists of two or more 
floors, you will want to shelve commonly requested 
items such as dictionaries and African American Studies 
on the main floor.

You may need to reserve a portion of your space for large 
donations of single titles that cannot be shelved at one 

time. Such donations would include many copies of a 
single title donated by a publisher, or multiple boxes of 
a textbook donated by a school. One or two individuals 
can assume responsibility for regularly re-stocking the 
shelves with these books.

Once you are established, you will receive more book 
donations than you can use. You might want to coordinate 
book shipments to county jail facilities and half-way 
houses. You might also trade books for store credit at 
used bookstores or host yard sale style book sales and 
make hundred of dollars for postage. 

We don’t send in Bibles or Korans, instead we list the 
addresses of organizations that provide them   in our 
Resource Guide (see Appendix II). This helps us conserve 
resources and concentrate on social justice work.

E. Volunteers
To keep your program operating smoothly you need a core group of dedicated individuals who 
can put a fair amount of time into the project and a good flow of casual help whose involvement 
is on a more short term or occasional basis. 

The Prison Books Collective consists of a core collective of 
4-10 people in addition to a constantly changing volunteer 
pool. Some volunteers will want to help out only once 
while others will want to pack books several times each 
month. The collective participates in book distribution, 
decision-making and also assumes responsibility for all 

administrative tasks including fundraising.  One or two 
people, no matter how dedicated they may be, can become 
overwhelmed with the workload, so it’s important to find 
people to assist with the variety of tasks.

Good sources for volunteers are progressive and radical 
political activist groups, progressive churches, service 
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F. Publisher/Bookstore Affiliation
Affiliation with a publisher or bookstore is a crucial component of a prison book program. The 
majority of prisons place restrictions on books being sent to prisoners by individuals.

However prisoners are generally allowed to receive books 
that are sent directly from a book store or publisher. You 
meet this condition by sending your books on behalf of the 
entity with which you have an association. Most prisons 
aren’t too picky about this requirement. You don’t have 
to be legally incorporated with the publisher/book store 

nor do you need to be a paid employee. You do need to 
have labels or an address stamp made that include this 
publisher or bookstore as part of the address; otherwise 
the books will not be received by the prisons. (For example: 
Books to Prisoners Project Kalamazoo, ABC Publishing, 
111 Lightheart Lane, Kalamazoo MI 99999.)

H. Postage
An established prison book program will spend most of its money on postage. Most packages cost 
over three dollars to send, which adds up quickly.

You may get a few donations of stamps from prisoners, yet 
it won’t make much of a dent in the total. Minimum wage 
laws don’t apply to prison labor, and jobs for prisoners 
are about half a notch above slave labor.

A first class stamp is the equivalent of the hourly wage 
for a typical prisoner, so any contribution is a testament 
to how much they appreciate your efforts.

Contact your local post office or consult the USPS web 
site to receive media mail rates.

G. Packing Materials
To send books through the mail, you need some sort of package, bag or envelopes.

There are many types of bubble sheet lined envelopes and 
padded book mailers that are well suited for mailing books. 
However, a number of prisons will not accept packages sent 
in envelopes of this type. For years we used grocery bags and 
packing tape and wrapped our packages like presents. We 
found though that some new volunteers were discouraged 
because they had a difficult time wrapping the books. Since 
then we’ve switched to manila envelopes that can be bought 
in bulk and it’s only an extra four to six cents per package. 

You will also need tape, address labels or an address stamp. 
The best tape to use is 2- inch clear plastic packaging 
tape. Get it donated by the case if possible. The address 
labels or stamp need to have your organization’s full 
return address, which includes the name of your affiliate 
publisher or bookstore. Generally speaking the postal 
clerk will stamp the words media mail on each of your 
packages, but some groups like to make their own media 
mail stamp to save time at the post office.

organizations, book clubs and schools. We’ve also had 
really good luck putting up flyers around town asking for 
volunteers; as well as putting ads for volunteers in the 
event and classifieds sections of newspapers and online 
sites. We’ve found that volunteer retention is highest when 
the group designates a collective member to welcome and 
orient new volunteers as they arrive. That member can 
collect volunteer contact information or you can have a 
sign in book. You may want to have an announcement 

listserv that occasionally lets people know about special 
packing opportunities, book sales or events.

You may be contacted by a former prisoner who received 
books from you or a similar organization while they 
were incarcerated. This is an excellent opportunity to get 
feedback on your efforts, allow someone to show their 
gratitude, and add another volunteer with an especially 
valuable perspective to your efforts.
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Appendix 2: Stationary
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II. The Finances
Postage will be your largest expense. Keep in mind that the more you send, the higher the postage 
costs, and the more requests you fill, the more requests you will receive. Be realistic about how 
many packages you can afford to send each month and prioritize accordingly.

Aside from sending books, Books Through Bars 
recommends adhering to a policy of not spending 
organizational funds on individual prisoners. Some of 
your members may be involved with support campaigns, 
legal defense funds, publications. etc. but as a group you 
must be careful not to spread your finances too thin.

If you can manage to secure a rent free location, your 
monthly overhead will be minimal.

For handling grants and donations by check or online 
payments, you will need to set up a bank account in 
the name of your group. To do this you will need to get 
an Employer Identification Number from the IRS. The 
proper form can be downloaded at irs.gov or you can file 
online. Simply search “Forms and Publications” for EIN. 
The application includes instructions for obtaining an 
EIN. Once you have secured this number contact a local 
credit union (or bank) and ask to speak to a representative 
about opening an organizational checking account.

A. Grants and Foundations
There are books and manuals devoted to writing grant applications and finding foundations 
to fund your cause. Check your local library and consult the Foundation Center website at 
www.fdncenter.org.

The turnaround time for most grants is somewhere 
between 6 months to a year. By the time you research 
grants and receive and decipher the application forms, 
the seasonal application deadline may have recently 
passed and the next cycle may not start for another 6 
months. Some grants require that you have a 501c3 tax-
exempt status, which is a bit of an ordeal to get and not a 
short term endeavor. However, it is relatively easy to be 
sponsored by an already established 501c3 organization. 
Ask around to find one, usually a friendly church or 
larger political nonprofit group in your area can serve 
this purpose. Your sponsoring organization is entitled to 
a cut of any grants you receive, usually 5-10 percent. 

One angle to take in applying grants is that you are 
supplying a social service by sending educational 

materials into prisons. Other grants are specifically 
oriented towards groups working for social change. 
Simply sending books to prisons may not be the type 
of change these grant funds fund. If you can document 
your group’s involvement with death penalty abolition, 
control unit monitoring or similar issues, you may make 
a more convincing case.  

Grants are not the ideal way to finance your operation 
initially. Make it a point to learn about grants so you 
can apply in the future, but don’t expect to raise money 
this way in your first year. Save any newspaper articles 
that feature your group or cover any events you hold, 
and keep a scrapbook of any photos, flyers or pamphlets 
related to your group. These will come in handy when 
you need   documentation for your grant applications.

B. Donation from Individuals and Groups
Besides donations of books, you also can seek financial contributions to support your work. 
Often people want to give money because they believe in what you are doing and not because it’s 
a tax write off.
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Appendix 1: Prison Books Collective Mission Statement
Our mission statement: Feel free to plagiarize, adapt or ignore it when writing your own.

The Prison Books Collective is a Carrboro, NC-based anti-prison 
group that sends hundreds of books to prisoners in the South each 
month, maintains an extensive radical ‘zine catalog, widely distributes 
a monthly poster promoting political prisoner support, and publishes 
prisoners’ art and writing. We also work to raise awareness about the 
prison-industrial complex in our own community and connect with 
others seeking to abolish this brutally racist and repressive system. We 
are an official commercial distributor and publisher.

Our collective formed in early spring of 2006 with the purpose of 
getting reading materials into the “gulag archipelago” that is the 
US prison system. In geographic coordination with similar groups, 
we ended up reaching out primarily to prisoners in Mississippi, 
Alabama, and central and eastern North Carolina. Through this 
process, our group has become something of a lifeline for thousands 
upon thousands of people who otherwise are completely disconnected 
from any support base whatsoever. With the goals of providing 
vital political and self-educational resources to prisoners, as well 
as spreading a radical critique of the prison 
system on both sides of the wall, our group has 
expanded to include several different projects. 
These now include the free books program, 
our ‘zine catalog, our Words of Fire publication 
of prisoners’ work, political prisoner birthday 
posters and our regular prison abolitionist 
reading group.

Contact us:

http://prisonbooks.info 
prisonbooks@gmail.com
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C. Book Sales
Book sales are a good way to reduce your overstock of seldom requested subjects and big 
hardbacks too costly to send. Don’t expect to sell everything you put up for sale. The key to a 
successful book sale is getting the word out that you are having it. Try to hold it outside on a 
sunny day at a place and time with a lot of foot traffic.

D. Fundraisers
These events serve to raise money while also giving you an opportunity to tell people about 
your program. A speaking appearance by an author or speaker on the prison industrial complex, 
racism, and other intersectional issues makes a good program. A debate, film screening, bingo 
game, cabaret, music show are other possibilities.

Ensuring that the event runs smoothly, has a good 
turnout, and raises money is no small undertaking. Last 
minute problems can arise, such as discovering that the 
venue requires you to have insurance or that the PA 
system is inadequate. If you haven’t done this type of 
thing before, find someone who has, or start with a small 
event before getting more ambitious.

Pack-a-thons are a great fundraiser as you can both make 
money for your organization and get caught up in answering 
requests. Pick a weekend during which your organization 
will pack books for twelve hours each day. Next, prepare 

instruction kits for the packers. Each participant should 
secure pledge money with donors pledging a flat fee per 
hour and contributed to the organization prior to the actual 
pack-a-thon so that you can use the money to send the 
packages. Packers can have pledges from many different 
people. You can also get local businesses to donate food 
and prizes. As a result of an annual pack-a-thon you can 
build relationships with new donors and volunteers, raise 
money for your prison book program, and send out more 
than one month’s worth of book requests.

Sometimes donors will want the contribution to be 
tax deductible. In this case you must be a nonprofit 
organization or have a nonprofit organization as your 
sponsor. The legal designation is 501c3 and it is from 
the IRS. All donors wanting a tax deduction must write 
the check out to your sponsoring 501c3 organization. 
Work out with your sponsor how often they will process 
checks and what percentage they will keep, typically 5-15 
percent. Donors will need a receipt and thank you note. 
You can write them but they must mention the name of 
the sponsor who received the donation on your behalf.

Some book donors may also want receipts to make their 
book donations tax deductible. Ask them to estimate the 
value of their book donation and promptly send them a 

receipt in that amount. In all cases, you should send a 
note of thanks. Create a database in which to record their 
contact information and the type of their donation.

As previously mentioned, prisoners will occasionally 
make small donations. These are usually in the form 
of a few stamps enclosed with their letter. Stamps are 
the least cumbersome currency for prisoners who want 
to make donations. Normally $5-10 is the most to be 
expected directly from a prisoner. Their relatives on the 
outside may send more.  If you are many months behind 
in answering requests it is a good idea to send prisoners 
a note to let them know you’ve received their stamps or 
check. Otherwise, be sure to thank them when you send 
their books.
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Crisis #3:
Departure of key person

An all volunteer group has no contracts 
or requirements for advance notice of 
resignation. Anyone at any time may have to 
cease his or her involvement for any number 
of reasons. To prevent one departure from 
creating a crisis, try to have each facet of the 
operation known and understood by more 
than just one person. Someone may take on 
all the grant writing and donation solicitation, 
but if there are others who keep abreast of 
the process and relevant details, the life of 
your operation won‘t be in danger should the 
fundraising expert suddenly depart.

Crisis #4:
Funding dries up

The nature of grants is that they aren’t automatically granted and there may be a delay of several 
months between notification and the check arriving.

Without an ongoing effort to seek new grants and fill out 
applications, your funding may run dry. What will not 
run dry is the steady stream of requests from prisoners. 
Some measure of financial security can be gained by 
maintaining a balance of different types of funding 
sources. Don’t abandon the concept of book sales, 
speaking events, or punk shows because you just got a 
nice check that tripled your budget. In six months your 

financial picture won’t look so rosy if you haven’t been 
planning ahead.

You can temporarily shut down outgoing mail operations 
until there is enough money to pay for postage. Do not 
pack a large batch of books if you don’t expect to have the 
postage covered in the foreseeable future. As per Crisis 
2, you may be forced to discard a backlog of requests in 
order to get back on track.
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Besides books, be on the lookout for 
donations of shelves, packing tape, pens 
and markers, filing cabinets, desks, access 
to a copy machine or a used copy machine.
People can also help with tasks including 
transporting packages to the post office, 
picking up donations of books, writing 
grant proposals, planning and handling 
of fundraising and publicity events, 
photocopying, and keeping your book 
inventory properly sorted and categorized.

Sometimes you run out of money or 
volunteers, but you never seem to run 
out of books. Your books can be used as a 
barter commodity. One of the attractions 
for volunteers is being able to pick through 
a large selection of titles and borrow some 
of interest. We do not discourage anyone 
helping to pack books from borrowing 
them; it’s the least we can do considering the 
project couldn’t operate without their labor. 
It is possible to work out some creative deals 
to save time and money, such as someone 
with a car provides transportation in 
exchange for library privileges on the book 
inventory, or the person providing building 
space gets to pick out several nice hardbacks 
every month in lieu of rent.

E. In Kind Donations
Support for your operation doesn’t 

need to be a direct monetary 
contribution. There are many other 
ways people can lend a hand to help 

your cause.
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Crisis #2:
Incoming requests are backlogged to the point where you are over 6 

months behind in answering them.

Prisoners are often moved, transferred, paroled or released. The mail forwarding capabilities and 
address correction practices of most prisons are poor at best.

If you are answering requests that are over 5 or 6 months 
old, many will be returned and you will have wasted that 
much effort and postage. It’s a good idea to check every 
inmate’s location in the prison system’s online data base 
to see if they have been transferred or released. Check 
the Department of Corrections website of the state(s) 
you serve to look up inmate locations.

Hold a pack-a-thon. This is a marathon packing session 
of 12 hours or longer during which your volunteers 
have solicited sponsors who are pledging some amount 
of money for every hour the volunteer is packing. It 
takes some planning, but a good pack-a-thon can become 
quite a festive event, with donated food or even donated 

massages for the tired arms and shoulders of the packers. 
If you can collect some of the pledge money in advance, 
it helps to cover the increased postage costs of sending so 
many packages at one time. 

A last resort is to simply discard the backlog of requests 
and start on the recent ones. Don’t throw away everything 
though. Open and read all the letters you receive so that 
anyone you are regularly corresponding with isn‘t lost. 
You may also want to answer the educational/self help 
requests or the letters from those who show a political 
awareness. If you decide to discard requests without 
filling them, it’s a good idea to let the prisoner know 
what you are doing and why.

V. Averting Disasters
From time to time you will encounter obstacles and snafus, some of which may lead to a full 
fledged crisis. Below are some examples of what can happen and what to do when it occurs.

Crisis #1:
Donated books overflow available storage space.

This is bound to happen sooner or later. The following suggestions can be used simultaneously.

Reorganize your space more efficiently. Add more shelves 
and make them deeper and taller.

Clean out the “dead” stock. With experience you will 
come to learn the types of books that don’t move very 
fast. These can be traded at used book stores or sold at  
 

your book sales. You can list what doesn’t sell at your 
book sale for free on Craig’s List and use it to build good 
will with your community.

Be more selective in the donations you accept. Turn 
down collections that contain predominately subjects 
that are overstocked  
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A. Sorting Letters
Books Through Bars advises new programs to open letters within a day to a week of receiving them. 
You should do this even when your program is three or more months behind in filling requests (a 
situation common to most prison book programs). We recommend this for several reasons.

First, a small but significant portion of the letters you 
receive will be requests for information about how your 
project operates. These requests can be filled quickly 
by the person opening the mail using a form letter. 
Similarly, prisoners may be requesting resource lists or 
zine catalogs that you can send to them without delay. Or 
they may be requesting a service that you cannot provide 
but you can refer them to another group. In addition, 
their letter might include information of a time sensitive 
nature, such as an approval form that must be sent with 
a package of books within thirty days or information on 
current struggles inside the prison that you can publicize.

Also, opening requests months before filling them 
provides your program with an opportunity to solicit or 
otherwise look for books on the more obscure topics that 
are requested or make decisions about what to cull or sell.

In your first few months you may get a reasonable 
number of requests that can be answered promptly with 
little difficulty. In time, the volume of mail will increase 
until the only manageable way to deal with it all is to 
divide it into several categories. 

B. Reading and Responding to Letters
When letters are first opened and read, those that are from prisoners exchanging regular 
correspondence with any of our staff are set aside for the addressee.  Just make sure book 
requests are still filled if the addressee is no longer packing books.     

III. The Process
The step by step procedure that follows is Books Through Bars operations plan.  Your operations 
may vary and will probably change with time as you grow. The first two steps, reading and 
sorting of letters, occurs before the actual packing. All the other steps are carried out during a 
packing session with the exception of transportation to the post office which may not take place 
until a few days later. We have found that a pleasant way to accomplish packing is to set up 
packing sessions as cafe style events held on a regular basis. Having refreshments and listening to 
music makes for an enjoyable and productive working environment.
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D. Specialization
Depending on what your interests are and where you 
are located, you may want to focus on certain areas of 
specialization instead of accepting any type of request 
from any prisoner anywhere in the country. We encourage 
limiting your service area to one or two states. This helps 
you keep on top of your back log and respond to conditions 
and situations in prisons and jails locally.  Also if you 
aren’t sure of your time, money and personnel resources 
narrowing down the work is advisable. You can always 
expand later.

E. Record keeping
You want at least one person in your group to function as 
the book keeper and keep track of income and expenditures.

Most grant foundations expect some sort of report back on what you 
did with the money they gave you. It’s a good idea to keep track of the 
number of requests you receive from prisoners each month. In addition, 
you should keep a record of the number of packages you are able to send 
to prisoners. You can use these figures in fundraisers. You will also want 
to keep track of the number of packages returned to you every month. It’s 
important to make a record of packages that were returned for reasons 
other than transfer or release. This information will be critical if you 
attempt to challenge prison rules or mailroom actions. The other records 
(numbers of letters and packages) can be as detailed or as simple as time 
permits. We also keep a record of each prisoner that writes us in a card 
catalog system. The cards are in alphabetical in order by last name, and 
include their prisoner number, the last time we sent a package and what 
we sent them. This helps us not send duplicates of books or zines we 
have piles of or track if someone is writing to us too often.
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Hi Ralph,

Thanks for yo
ur letter. I’m sending you G

ood 

Omens, The Handmaid’s Tale, and 
World Behind 

Bars. I hope y
ou enjoy them.

Take Care,
   Stay Up,

          Ani M
aus

Letters range from epic life stories to short notes along 
the lines of “I heard about your program. I have no money 
please send me some books, I’ll take any type you have.” 
Most letters tend to be fairly short and to the point. Some 
may be funny, insightful or thought provoking in unusual 
ways. You‘ll find an amazing range of handwriting styles. 
Some letters may contain artwork or poetry. Save them. 
You can compile a newsletter of prisoners’ art and writing 
and then distribute it to both sides of the wall.  When 

you have a good collection you can also display them at 
fundraising events or use them in other creative ways for 
bringing awareness to prison issues.

We generally write at least a three sentence letter to 
include with what we are sending as part of the required 
“invoice”. For us making a human connection is an 
important part of the work we do. Here’s an example of 
a letter you can write no matter how short the letter is:

If someone writes more 
we may write more, but 
we write at least this 
much.

C. Selecting Books
Sometimes prisoners will request specific titles or writers. Individual volunteer’s knowledge of 
authors in specific subject areas will come in handy. If you don’t have exactly what they want, 
select something close or similar. If you’ve never heard of what they want and haven’t a clue 
what genre it is the internet will probably hold the answer.

D. Checking Restrictions
Prisons often have different regulations. With regard to mail restrictions and regulations each 
prison sets its own policy. From the point of view of a prison book program, there is little rhyme or 
reason to the varying restrictions, and no discernible patterns geographically. To further complicate 
matters, there are units within a prison that have policies different from the rest of the facility.

The broadest policy is to allow any books or magazines. 
Beyond this there is every combination of soft backs only, 
hardbacks only, used OK, new books only, no magazines, 
no books without covers, books must be mailed with an 
invoice from the bookstore and so on. One of the tougher 
policies is requiring a prisoner to get a form signed by a 
prison administrator which is then sent to you and must 
be attached to the outside of the package. The forms often 
have a specified time period during which the books can 
be received by the prisoner. If your backlog of requests 
prevents you from answering this request within the 
allowed time period, the prisoner will have to get a new 
form and start over again.

In some instances there is a librarian or teacher at the 
prison who can get around difficult restrictions if you 
send books directly to them. It’s also more cost effective 
to send in a large box this way.

The best way to navigate the maze of regulations is keeping 
an alphabetized state by state list of the restrictions of all 
the prisons you have served. When preparing packages 
to send out, this list is referenced so as not to send books 
that will be immediately rejected by the prison mail room. 
Whenever corresponding with people in prisons that you 
haven’t sent books to before, ask them what their policy 
is so you can add it to your list. 
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IV. Peripheral Details

A. Resource Information
When you get requests for services or expertise which 
falls outside your mission, it’s good to have a resource list 
of names addresses and groups on hand. (See Appendix 
II for an example of ours.) Like a list of mail restrictions 
this list can be periodically updated as you discover new 
information. The Prison Books Collective includes a 
resource guide in every package. 

B. Contacts with Other Groups
The strength of any organized effort towards transforming 
society lies in its success at branching out and networking with 
other individuals and groups until enough power is built to 
confront society. 

Your contacts and connections are a vital part of your operation. 
Whether they provide active support, or merely serve as a referral 
point, they can all be apprised of your upcoming speaking events, book 
sales or pack-a-thons. Likewise your group can keep itself informed 
and aware of the work of allied organizations. Seek out other groups 
working to abolish the prison system and/or reform it. Be honest with 
whom you forms coalitions, and make sure not to let well intentioned 
reformists steer you from your actual purpose.

C. Correspondence with  
Selected Prisoners
Sending books into prisons is the main part of your 
operation but it is not the only part. You can not only 
educate and enlighten but also learn from people who are 
incarcerated. Maintaining ongoing correspondence with 
some prisoners is part of the work of abolishing prisons 
which is a prison book program’s mission. Prison book 
programs should maintain contact with leaders of prisoner 
study groups. They can ensure that the books you send are 
well shared, and provide feedback on what books best meet 
their needs.
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E. Packing Books
Normally it’s a good idea to limit the books to two or three per package. If it’s a large hardback, 
perhaps a specific title someone asked for, sending just one book will suffice.  Remember, some 
prisons place restrictions on the number of books or magazines in packages.

F. Stationary Form Letter
With each request you fill, you need to convey some general information about your program 
and how it operates. You can include a description of what your organization does and does 
not do on the back of your stationary. If you only want to send books every six months, tell 
them so. The description is your opportunity to ask for prison restrictions, advise them of your 
chronic backlog, or tell them what kinds of books you can‘t or won’t sent. Additional comments, 
inventory list, and personal notes can be written on the other side.

G. Addressing and Labeling
Sometimes it can be difficult to decipher the handwriting in the request letter. Usually there 
will be a name and address both in the letter and on the envelope. Between the two, the correct 
address is discernible. You can also cut out the address from the address received and tape it to 
the front of the package.  

H. Sealing the Package
Packages are best sealed with 2 inch clear packaging tape. Duct tape and masking tape are against 
postal regulations and were designed for other purposes and won’t work well for parcels. Clear 
2-inch tape is also easier to deal with than staples. Going around all four edges of the package 
can help to smooth down the corners, but be careful to leave enough untaped area for postage. 
One pass over the label will ensure it won‘t get smudged or torn. Tape is cheaper than postage, so 
don’t worry about using too much.

I. Verifying Prisoners Current Location
It’s a good idea to check every inmate’s location in the prison system’s data base to see if they 
have been transferred or released. Check the Department of Corrections website of the state(s) 
you serve to look up inmate locations. For federal prisons look them up in the federal system. 
The Prison Books Collective saves at least $200 a month checking the addresses.
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J. Weighing
Media mail rates are by the pound. If you decide to weigh and stamp your packages yourself, 
you will need a reasonably accurate scale. It doesn’t have to be digitally calibrated to fractions 
of an ounce, just something that will tell you what’s over one pound or under 2 pounds. Always 
round up to the next pound, for example, 1 pound 2 ounces needs 2 pounds worth of postage. 
There will also be occasions when you will need to send packages over 2 pounds. If your scale is 
misadjusted on the high side, you will soon find out because the post office will return some of 
your packages with postage due.

K. Stamps and Postage
Take all your wrapped and addressed packages to the post office. A 
postal worker will then weigh each one, determine the necessary postage, 
place a post office sticker on each package in lieu of a stamp, and keep a 
running tab of the accumulated total, which you then pay by check, cash 
or debit card.

If you use this method you don’t need 
your own scale and you don’t have to 
bother with stamps; the Prison Books 
Collective is quite happy with it.  Ask 
your local post office for more details.

Many groups have successfully set up a 
table outside a busy post office and asked 
passersby to take a package to mail.  
With each package not costing more 
than a few dollars, this is an easy way for 
sympathetic folks to contribute with little 
effort and strain on their pocketbooks.

L. Transporting Packages 
to the Post Office
There is a great variety in sizes, layout and staffing in post offices. 
Each has its own little quirks. In any urban area there is a large 
main post office with many smaller satellite branches in the vicinity. 
The branches may have shorter hours of operation and not be fully 
equipped to provide all services. All mail sent out of the city usually 
departs from the main office and you may want to deal exclusively 
with them.  There are plastic tubs available from the post office at no 
charge. They can be used to transport your packages. 


