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SUMMARY 

 

Jail food is not home cooking.  Inmates, having different taste preferences and coming from a 

variety of family and cultural backgrounds, find it hard to adjust to unfamiliar food being served.  

Consequently, inmates complain!  

 

In the past eighteen months, the American Civil Liberties Union of Southern California (ACLU) 

and the United States Department of Homeland Security Office of Inspector General (OIG) 

issued reports that included criticism of the Orange County jail’s food services based, in part, on 

inmates’ complaints.  As a result of these reports, the Grand Jury investigated the practices of the 

Sheriff’s Department Food Services Unit (FSU), including preparation, storage, service, and 

nutritional value of meals for inmates, as well as the time allowed for meals.  The Grand Jury 

learned that inmates frequently were not allowed enough time to eat their meals.  However, 

contrary to some of the above reports’ findings, the Grand Jury found no issues with the 

fundamental kitchen operations or the condition and nutritional value of the food.  

 

REASON FOR THE STUDY 

 

During 2017, two reports were issued regarding the Orange County jails, both claiming 

unacceptable conditions with the jail food services.  The first report was issued by the OIG 

charging, among other things, violations that included slimy, foul-smelling, and spoiled meat.  

The second report was based on inmate complaints received by the ACLU, including lack of 

nutritious food, small portions, and insufficient time to consume the meal.   

 

These reports and the associated media coverage attracted the interest of the Orange County 

Grand Jury.  A search of prior Grand Jury reports from 1999 through 2017 showed that no report 

had specifically focused on jail food.    

 

The purpose of this report is to combine evaluating concerns cited in the two reports mentioned 

above with sampling of the food served at local jails, as well as direct observation of FSU 

operations 

 

 This study will research the following issues: 

 

 the quality and condition of the food served to Orange County jail inmates 

 the nutritional value of the food 
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 the service of the food 

 potential violations of state regulations regarding food service, including time allotted for 

consumption. 

 

METHOD OF STUDY 

 

The resources identified below were used to investigate this subject: 

 

 videos obtained from the Sheriff’s Department showing meal service in jails 

  

 logs and records of FSU inspections 

 

 interviews  

o managers and staff of the Orange County Sheriff’s Department including FSU staff 

o Members of the ACLU staff who conducted the study and wrote the report entitled, 

“Orange County Jails” 

 

 site visits to FSU as well as the five Orange County jails 

o Central Jail Facility including the food services, kitchen and food storage 

 Men’s Jail 

 Women’s Jail 

 Intake Release Center 

o Theo Lacy Facility including food services, kitchen, and food storage 

o James A. Musick Facility including food services, kitchen, and food storage 

 

 food sampling 

o sack lunches 

o dinner 

o food in preparation  

 

BACKGROUND AND FACTS 

 

In November 2016, the OIG made an unannounced inspection of the Theo Lacy jail kitchen.  

This inspection, conducted for the purpose of ensuring compliance with United States 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement standards, found foul-smelling and bad-tasting food and 
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identified regulatory violations including undated open meat packages and uncovered meat 

stored in walk-in refrigerators.  

 

From August 2015 through April 2017, the ACLU collected complaints from current and former 

inmates about unsatisfactory and unsafe conditions in the Orange County jail facilities.  One area 

of concern was food services, which focused on the following: 

 

 spoiled food 

 inedible food 

 small portions 

 food which had no nutritional value 

 insufficient time allowed for consumption 

 

As a result of these complaints and further investigation, the ACLU issued a report in June 2017 

which included findings that the jail’s FSU was in violation of its own policies as well as the 

standards of the California Retail Food Code and the California Board of State and Community 

Corrections (BSCC).  According to the ACLU, the report’s findings were based on comments 

from current and former inmates.  The ACLU then followed up with additional inquiries through 

questionnaires and interviews.  These efforts provided valuable information regarding inmate 

attitudes and concerns regarding food service. 

 

Jail Food Operations 

 

Food service is the responsibility of the FSU.  The unit, consisting of non-sworn Sheriff’s 

personnel, is in charge of feeding inmates in the five jails.  The James A. Musick and Theo Lacy 

jails each have kitchens; one central kitchen serves the Men’s Central Jail, the Women’s Central 

Jail, and the Intake Release Center.   

 

The logistics of preparing and serving jail food are daunting.  The FSU serves more than 6,500 

inmates on any given day, three meals per day, and 365 days of the year – over seven million 

meals per year.  Menu development requires detailed attention to dietary needs, caloric 

requirements, nutritional specifications, special diets, cultural requests, and flavor variety - all 

compounded by the requirements of state and federal codes and regulations.   

 

In order to ensure compliance with the regulations, the FSU employs a registered Public Health 

Nutritionist who is responsible for overseeing inmate meal plans.  A twenty-eight day rotation of 

menus is developed to give inmates a variety of flavors and foods (See Appendix 1 - Sample 

Menu for Inmates – Orange County Jail).  The Public Health Nutritionist is also responsible for 
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ensuring that meals comply with the caloric and nutritional requirements of two established 

authorities:  the Recommended Dietary Allowances and Dietary Reference Intakes, issued by the 

Institute of Medicine of the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine; and the 

2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, issued by the United States Department of 

Agriculture. 

 

Food Preparation and Cleanliness 

 

All meal preparation is supervised by FSU cooks, who are certified California Food Handlers, 

while inmate food handlers and FSU cook staff handle the actual preparation, service and 

cleanup.  Food preparation utilizes the cook-serve method by which hot cooked food is served 

immediately to inmates.  Other cafeteria service facilities commonly use this method.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As required by the California Health and Safety Code, food handlers are inspected to ensure 

cleanliness, proper attire, and absence of open sores or conditions that might contaminate the 

food.  They are also regularly checked to ensure that their hands and fingernails are clean, that 

their hair and facial hair are entirely covered by hairnets or caps, and that they are wearing clean 

garments. The food handlers are required to change protective gloves every time they enter the 

kitchen. 

 

Checklists (See Appendix 2 - Sample Checklist) showing that these inspections are conducted on 

a daily basis were provided to the Grand Jury, and indicated that HSC requirements are being 

Figure 1:  Food Preparation at Orange County Jail 

Source:  Steven Georges, Behind the Badge OC 
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followed.  The Grand Jury noted during its site visits that food handlers appeared to be properly 

groomed, that they changed the protective gloves upon reentering the kitchen area, and that they 

wore head coverings.  

 

Food and Nutrition 

 

Regulations governing the operations of correctional facilities in California are covered in the 

California Code of Regulations, Title 15.  These regulations mandate that inmates be provided 

with three nutritionally balanced meals each day, including one hot meal.  However, the FSU 

provides the inmates with two hot meals, breakfast and dinner, and a cold sack lunch.  Meal 

times begin at 4:00 a.m. for breakfast, 11:00 a.m. for lunch, and 4:00 p.m. for dinner.  If inmates 

are required to appear in court or scheduled to be on a work crew, they are provided a sack lunch 

to take with them.  Additionally, inmates who return to jail after dinner has been served are 

provided a sack lunch.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Four special diets augment the regularly-served menu to accommodate religious and cultural 

preferences as well as medical needs of the inmates: 

 

 Halal – Food items and drinks which are prepared under strict Muslim dietary laws 

 Kosher – Food items and drinks which conform to Jewish dietary laws 

 Vegetarian – Meals which contain no meat 

 Source:   Steven Georges, Behind the Badge OC 

Figure 2- Food Served at Orange County Jail 
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 Medical – Menus which are prescribed by the Correctional Health Services staff for 

those with medical conditions such as diabetes and renal failure, or dietary restrictions 

for any health reasons such as gluten sensitivity, prenatal status, food allergies, and any 

other special requirement, e.g., semi-solid/pureed.  Medical issues which require a 

specialized diet supersede all other prescribed diets. 

 Special holiday meals are served to the inmates on eleven different dates.  Thanksgiving 

and Christmas meals may include turkey, mashed potatoes and gravy, corn bread 

dressing, mixed vegetables, green salad, cranberry sauce, roll, spice cake, and milk.  The 

Labor Day menu might include grilled hamburgers, baked beans, potato salad, coleslaw, 

condiments, cake and milk.  

 

Food Service and Consumption 

 

Most inmates eat breakfast and dinner in the jail dining hall and are served by a system called 

“blind feed” that maintains anonymity between the food servers and the inmates.  Inmates pass 

through a single serving line with blocked view between the inmates and the servers, to a small 

open window through which a tray of food is passed.  This process prevents inmates and servers 

from interacting during the meal times, and avoids any potential for contamination of food based 

on rival gang affiliations, racial issues, and ongoing feuds.  In the dining hall, Sheriff’s deputies 

direct the inmates to their designated tables, which seat a maximum of four people, and monitor 

them while they eat their meal, discard their trash, return their trays, and go back to their cells. 

 

Inmates who are under disciplinary or protective custody must eat in their cells.  Delivery of the 

food to cells is by meal carts with both cold and hot sides, keeping the meals at the proper 

temperature during the process of distribution.  During interviews, the Grand Jury learned that 

Orange County jails do not withhold food or restrict menus as a means of discipline. 

 

The Grand Jury reviewed videos of the dining areas during meal service. The videos from 

random dates and meal times showed the dining room as the inmates entered, stood in line, 

picked up their trays of food, sat at the table, and consumed their meals. The Grand Jury 

determined that the average time allowed for inmates to consume their meals was seven minutes 

– a clear violation of both the Sheriff’s Food Service Manual and BSCC Title 15 that require “a 

minimum time of fifteen minutes . . . be allowed for the actual consumption of each meal.”   
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Food Sampling 

 

During its investigation, the Grand Jury examined the kitchen facilities at the Central Jail 

Facility, Theo Lacy, and the James A. Musick Facility.  Each facility had workers in place who 

were either working on the preparation and service of a meal or handling the cleanup after a 

meal.  During one site visit, members of the Grand Jury ate the same food being served in the 

dining hall, which included chili con carne, corn tortillas, steamed rice, mixed vegetables, green 

salad, and choice of milk or milk substitute. Milk substitute, which comes in powder form, has 

all of the nutritional elements of milk and needs no refrigeration - at about 20% less cost than 

regular milk.  Also, during its investigation, the Grand Jury randomly selected several sack 

lunches to sample, which included the following: vacuum-packed lunch meat, slices of bread, 

condiments, a piece of fresh fruit, a dessert item, and milk or milk substitute. 

 

All food sampled by members of the Grand Jury was fresh, nutritious, and in compliance with 

state regulations.  The Grand Jury did not encounter any food having the problems described in 

the OIG report. 

 

Food Storage 

 

Food storage, which includes dry, refrigerated, and frozen storage, is located adjacent to each of 

the three kitchen areas.  California Health and Safety Code, Division 4, Part 7 (HSC), requires 

that cold food be refrigerated at 41° Fahrenheit or below, and the United States Department of 

Agriculture requires that freezer items be kept at 0° Fahrenheit or below.
  
During visits to the 

facilities, the Grand Jury observed that the thermometers on the refrigerators and freezers 

showed that the temperatures met these requirements.   

 

HSC also requires that dry storage items be protected from contamination by placement in a 

clean, dry location, at least six inches above the floor, where they are not exposed to splash, dust, 

vermin, or other forms of contamination or adulteration.  During site visits to the kitchen 

facilities’ dry food storage areas, the Grand Jury noted that the storage areas met the 

requirements outlined by the HSC.   

 

The Grand Jury was provided with documentation that the following random inspections of 

kitchen facilities were conducted by FSU staff using the checklist shown in Appendix 2: 

 

 Food preparation and storage areas are inspected on a daily basis by Food Services 

Supervisors and the chief cooks. 
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 Preparation and service areas are inspected on a weekly basis by the Food Services 

Manager as required by CCR Title 15, §3052. 

 

 Other inspections are conducted to ensure the following: 

o food containers (cans and boxes) are not beyond their expiration date 

o containers which have been opened are clearly labeled for use before the 

expiration of their shelf  life 

o all produce, dairy, and meat products are stored at required temperatures 

o all produce, dairy, and meats are properly sealed from contamination by other 

food products 

 

The Grand Jury observed that each kitchen facility was clean, met the required safety standards, 

and complied with mandated food-handling procedures. 

 

Food Complaints 

 

Prior to incarceration, individuals choose where to eat and select food that appeals to their tastes 

or cultural preferences.   Behind bars, however, inmates have only limited access to familiar 

foods – a source for serious behavioral issues.  They are served their hot breakfast and dinner, 

they collect their cold brown bag lunch, and if they do not like the food, they have two choices:  

eat what is served or leave their food and go hungry.   

 

The report issued by the ACLU highlighted specific concerns expressed by jail inmates, 

including spoiled and foul-smelling food, small portions, food lacking nutritional value, and 

insufficient time for consuming meals. These allegations were compiled from telephone calls and 

written complaints received by the ACLU from current and former inmates.  Subsequently, the 

ACLU made additional inquiries through questionnaires and interviews.  Therefore, the Grand 

Jury wanted to determine what practices FSU has in place to deal with inmate concerns.   

 

FSU staff utilizes a system to review complaints received from inmates about jail food.  Inmates 

primarily complain about being served food which is spoiled, inedible, or cold, or food which 

differs from the prescribed menu.  While some complaints may result from food-borne bacteria, 

other complaints have been found by staff to be unsubstantiated, with inmates purposely hiding 

food in their cells and later complaining it was served spoiled or inedible. 
 
In an attempt to 

contend with allegations of food-borne illness, the FSU has implemented the Three Day 

Mainline Tray Sample.  This method takes samples of each day’s food items served to inmates 

and retains them for three days in order to determine the source of any contamination. As 

observed by the Grand Jury, these meal samples are wrapped, dated, and stored in a secure 
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refrigerator for a minimum of seventy-two hours after serving. If allegations of food poisoning 

occur, the samples are sent to the Orange County Health Care Agency for analysis. 

 

Commissary Operations 

 

The Commissary is an off-site warehouse which is co-located with the FSU offices.  The purpose 

of the Commissary is to allow inmates to purchase items to which they do not have regular 

access, such as spices and condiments, dry-service foods (e.g., coffee, instant noodles), sweet 

items (e.g., candy, cookies), food supplements, and toiletries.  Inmates use Scantron® forms to 

order their supplies.  Once the forms are collected and processed, the staff manually fills each 

order and packages it for delivery.  The Commissary handles more than 360,000 orders per year 

from the five different jail facilities.  To use the Commissary, an inmate must have money placed 

into an account provided by family members or friends. (See Commissary Order Sheet – 

Appendix 3.) 

During the visit, the Grand Jury noted that all Commissary items were neatly stored, easy to 

identify and access, and that the ordering system was efficiently operated. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Orange County Sheriff's Jail Commissary 

 Source:   Steven Georges, Behind the Badge OC 
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Conclusion 

 

The Grand Jury determined that the food served to Orange County jail inmates is fresh, nutritious 

and in compliance with state regulations.  Food handlers are properly groomed to meet the 

standards for food preparation and service.  Kitchen areas are clean, refrigerators and freezers are 

kept within the standard temperature requirements, and dry storage is properly maintained. The 

FSU meets the requirements of frequent and regular checks on all food service processes, and 

has a system in place to determine any potential food contamination which might be identified 

by inmate complaints.  However, the Grand Jury identified one area of serious concern - inmates 

are not allowed enough time to eat their meals.  This is a violation of state and FSU standards 

and must be addressed. 
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FINDINGS 

 

In accordance with California Penal Code Sections 933 and 933.05, the 2017-2018 Grand Jury 

requires (or, as noted, requests) responses from each agency affected by the findings presented in 

this section.  The responses are to be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the Superior Court. 

Based on its investigation titled “Jail Food – Reservation Required,” the 2017-2018 Orange 

County Grand Jury has arrived at five principal findings, as follows: 

 

F1.  Meals provided to inmates meet the requirements established by the Institute of 

Medicine, National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine. 

 

F2.  Food storage areas are clean and neatly maintained by the Food Service Unit in the 

manner required by the California Health and Safety Code, Division 104, Part 7.   

 

F3.  All dairy, produce and meat items are fresh and edible, and stored at the correct 

temperatures and in accordance with the California Health and Safety Code, Division 

104, Part 7. 

 

F4.  Food is properly sealed so as not to contaminate or be contaminated by other foods 

according to the standards set forth by the California Health and Safety Code, Division 

104, Part 7. 

 

F5.  Inmates are not allowed sufficient time to eat their meals in violation of the Orange 

County Sheriff’s Food Service Manual and the California Board of State and Community 

Corrections, Title 15.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In accordance with California Penal Code Sections 933 and 933.05, the 2017-2018 Grand Jury 

requires (or, as noted, requests) responses from each agency affected by the recommendations 

presented in this section.  The responses are to be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the 

Superior Court. 

Based on its investigation titled “Jail Food – Reservation Required,” the 2017-2018 Orange 

County Grand Jury makes the following recommendation. 

 

R1.   The Orange County Sheriff must ensure that each inmate is provided at least fifteen 

minutes for meal consumption.  (F5.) 
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RESPONSES 

 

The following excerpts from the California Penal Code provide the requirements for public 

agencies to respond to the findings and recommendations of this Grand Jury report: 

 

 

§933(c) 

 “No later than 90 days after the grand jury submits a final report on the operations of any 

public agency subject to its reviewing authority, the governing body of the public agency shall 

comment to the presiding judge of the superior court on the findings and recommendations 

pertaining to matters under the control of the governing body and every elected county officer  

or agency head for which the grand jury has responsibility pursuant to Section 914.1 shall 

comment within 60 days to the presiding judge of the superior court, with an information copy 

sent to the board of supervisors, on the findings and recommendations pertaining to matters 

under the control of that county officer or agency head or any agency or agencies which that 

officer or agency head supervises or controls.  In any city and county, the mayor shall also 

comment on the findings and recommendations.  All of these comments and reports shall 

forthwith be submitted to the presiding judge of the superior court who impaneled the grand 

jury.  A copy of all responses to grand jury reports shall be placed on file with the clerk of the 

public agency and the office of the county clerk, or the mayor when applicable, and shall remain 

on file in those offices. . . . ”  

 

§933.05  

“(a) For purposes of subdivision (b) of Section 933, as to each grand jury finding, the 

responding person or entity shall indicate one of the following:  

(1) The respondent agrees with the finding. 

(2) The respondent disagrees wholly or partially with the finding, in which case the response 

shall specify the portion of the finding that is disputed and shall include an explanation of the 

reasons therefor.  

(b) For purposes of subdivision (b) of Section 933, as to each grand jury recommendation, the 

responding person or entity shall report one of the following actions:  

(1) The recommendation has been implemented, with a summary regarding the implemented 

action.  

(2) The recommendation has not yet been implemented, but will be implemented in the future, 

with a timeframe for implementation.  

(3) The recommendation requires further analysis, with an explanation and the scope and 

parameters of an analysis or study, and a timeframe for the matter to be prepared for discussion 

by the officer or head of the agency or department being investigated or reviewed, including the 
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governing body of the public agency when applicable.  This timeframe shall not exceed six 

months from the date of publication of the grand jury report.  

(4) The recommendation will not be implemented because it is not warranted or is not 

reasonable, with an explanation therefor.  

(c) However, if a finding or recommendation of the Grand Jury addresses budgetary or 

personnel matters of a county agency or department headed by an elected officer, both the 

agency or department head and the board of supervisors shall respond if requested by the grand 

jury, but the response of the board of supervisors shall address only those budgetary or 

personnel matters over which it has some decision-making authority.  The response of the 

elected agency or department head shall address all aspects of the findings or recommendations 

affecting his or her agency or department.” 

 

Comments to the Presiding Judge of the Superior Court in compliance with Penal Code §933.05 

are required from: 

 

Responses Required: 

 

Orange County Sheriff/Coroner: 

 F1., F2., F3., F4., and F.5, and R.1 
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