
 

 

 
 
 
Governor Eric Greitens 
201 W Capitol Ave, Room 216 
Jefferson City, Mo 65101 
 
 
June 8, 2016 
 

RE: Serious Improprieties of the Missouri Parole 
Board and Need for Immediate Reform 

 
Dear Governor Greitens: 
 
We write to bring to your attention a matter of grave concern that demands immediate redress.  
Through our investigative efforts, we have learned the Missouri Board of Probation and Parole has 
allowed countless parole proceedings to be reduced to a literal joke for the enjoyment of those 
conducting hearings – and at the expense of dignity and respect for those who appear before it. 
 
Specifically, Parole Board member Don Ruzicka and an unnamed Parole Analyst have been 
discovered playing “Parole Bingo” with inmates who appear before them.  The two have spent 
their time during parole panel proceedings trying to get inmates to say a chosen “word of the day,” 
and themselves inject the word into the proceedings.  Such words have included animal names 
and other silly terms like “armadillo,” “platypus,” “manatee,” and “hootenanny.”  Board member 
Ruzicka and parole staff actually competed to see who could make inmates say the most chosen 
words during a day’s docket – earning points for each time they scored a hit. 
 
Further demonstrating disregard for his official duties and the interests of the people he was 
appointed to serve, Ruzicka ultimately added song titles to the demeaning entertainment line-up.  
Thus, as a further part of their shared hearings Ruzicka and his staff partner held contests to see 
if, after using the terms themselves, they could get inmates to answer their questions with phrases 
like “Hound Dog” (Elvis), “Folsom Prison Blues” (Johnny Cash), and “Two out of Three Ain’t Bad” 
(Meatloaf).   
 
Beyond playing word games, Ruzicka coordinated his attire with hearing staff to heighten the 
comedic level.  On some days, they wore all black; on others, they might coordinate ridiculous ties 
with characters from South Park, a dark and irreverent adult-cartoon show, or animal figures.    
 
According to the Missouri Department of Corrections’ Inspector General, Amy Roderick, who 
listened to a number of hearing tapes as part of an internal investigation into such matters, Ruzicka 
and his partner “were trying so hard to embed words or song titles into their questions or 
statements that they were not focused on the proper questions to ask . . . nor were they actively 
listening to the responses.”  For instance, on the day “hootenanny” was the chosen term, Ruzicka 
could be heard laughing out loud as it was referenced while his assigned Parole Analyst whispered, 
“I got four.” 
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In November 2016, Inspector General Roderick issued detailed findings confirming that these 
events did in fact occur.  She further determined that Ruzicka and his partner had violated both 
prison policies and Gubernatorial Executive Orders by, among other things, “failing to conduct the 
business of state government in a manner that inspires confidence and trust” and “failing to 
perform duties responsibly.” Ruzicka, on the other hand, admitted to Roderick that he saw nothing 
wrong with conducting hearings in this manner. 
 
It seems Roderick merely reported these concerns to the Parole Board Chairman and Chief State 
Supervisor for the Board.  Thus, but for the MacArthur Justice Center’s investigative efforts, these 
shameful activities would have escaped public knowledge or scrutiny.  Perhaps even worse, Don 
Ruzicka remains a Parole Board member who continues to conduct countless parole hearings each 
week.      
 
The MacArthur Justice Center represents numerous youthful offenders, previously sentenced to 
life without parole, who have been ordered by the United States Supreme Court to be given a 
meaningful chance at a second chance pursuant to Miller v. Alabama.  They now are appearing 
before the Parole Board.  Don Ruzicka has served as a presiding officer in such matters, which 
state-wide have resulted in parole denials for over 90% of Miller-impacted youth.   
 
But as Inspector General Roderick’s investigative report makes clear, contempt for fair processes 
was not only demonstrated by Ruzicka’s outrageous conduct.  Disturbingly, other Parole Board 
members and staff, who were long-aware of these antics, did nothing.   Such actions are part of a 
larger culture of cover-up and disregard for meaningful process within our prison system.  They 
are also consistent with the numerous local and national press critiques – which have dubbed 
Missouri’s prison system and Parole Board as one of the least transparent and most problematic 
in the nation. 
 
Indeed, the Board has repeatedly denied parole to another of our clients, Joseph Yeager. Yeager 
admittedly took the life of a man during a drunken bar incident over 25 years ago.  But he has 
received only one discipline violation in three decades, completed countless rehabilitative 
programs, and published a book to help positively impact at-risk youth.  Yet, to the surprise of 
even former prison officials and at unnecessary annual expense to the state, he continues to 
remain behind bars based upon seemingly whimsical decisions of the Board.   
 
On behalf of Mr. Yeager and others, our office has sued the Parole Board on four different 
occasions over the last six months.  One case is now on appeal, another in the state trial courts, 
and Mr. Yeager’s is in federal district court.  In addition, as noted, we have filed a federal class 
action on behalf of 80 or so youthful offenders constitutionally entitled to a meaningful chance at 
release – but who unfortunately have been left in the hands of a lawless and arbitrary system that 
lacks concern for basic humanity, accountability, or oversight.  We plan to continue to seek justice 
from the courts on behalf of clients whose lives and futures have been damaged by a parole system 
that has become out of control, lawless, and arbitrary in its actions.   
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But we urge you to act right now to staunch the flow of future injustices by immediately removing 
Don Ruzicka from the Parole Board to protect against any more Missouri inmates – predominantly 
African-American men – from being demoralized, dehumanized, and treated like toys and play-
things during legal proceedings.  Indeed, it would seem that given these facts and findings that 
Don Ruzicka is statutorily disqualified from serving as a member of the Parole Board. See RSMo. § 
217.665.2 (allowing for appointment of only those individuals who demonstrate “recognized 
integrity and honor”). 
 
In addition, for the system to truly change its ways, a full accounting of the breadth and depth of 
the Parole Board’s dysfunction must take place.  Thus, we urge you to call upon our State Auditor 
to audit and report on all of the Parole Board’s activities over the last several years, including to 
discern how many Board Members and staff knew about the “Parole Bingo” games.  The Auditor 
should also determine how many of the 45,000 parole hearings conducted since Ruzicka’s 
appointment have been impacted.  Beyond this, the Auditor should officially investigate other 
possible irregularities and unfair practices on the part of the Board and its staff, including whether 
Board Members or staff engaged in any other unethical or harassing behavior during parole 
hearings or in the course of their duties. 
 
Obviously, new and appropriate state laws and parole regulations must also be established, to 
ensure protection of rights and meaningful checks on an entity that sees its discretion as nearly 
absolute and its actions as essentially beyond reproach.  But in the meantime, the Office of the 
Governor should establish an oversight group that includes formerly incarcerated persons to help 
serve as a true watch-dog. 
 
In taking office you promised to be the non-politician outsider who would stand up against the 
status quo and clean house when needed.  It is clear, despite recent changes in personnel, such 
an approach is still long overdue for the Missouri Department of Corrections and its Board of 
Probation and Parole.  We look forward to your response and hope justice will be done. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mae C. Quinn      Amy E. Breihan  
Director, MJC-STL      Staff Attorney, MJC-STL 
 
JOINED BY: 
 
Hedy Harden, Director    Bill Perman, Pastor 
MO-Citizens United for the     First Presbyterian Church 
Rehabilitation of Errants      
 
Janet Barton, Retired Operations Manager   Jeanette Mott Oxford, Executive Director 
Missouri Board of Probation and Parole  Empower Missouri 
 
Organization for Black Struggle   DecarcerateSTL 
 



Letter to Gov. Greitens 
Page 4 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3115 South Grand Blvd., Suite 300 l St. Louis, MO 63118 l O: 314.254.8540 l F: 314.254.8547 

STL.MacArthurJusticeCenter.org 

Coalition Against Police Crimes   Mothers Against the Registry 
   and Repression 
 
ArchCity Defenders     Metropolitan Congregations United 
 
Veronica Johnson     John Kurtz 
Howard and Johnson, LLC    Hubbard and Kurtz 
 
Renese Drake      Vivian Murphy, Retired Director 
Impacted Family Member    Missouri Juvenile Justice Association 
 
David Patterson Silver Wolf, PhD   Billy Harris 
Brown School of Social Work    Impacted Family Member & 
Washington University    Returning Citizen 
 
Luz Henriquez, JD     Amy Faerber, JD 
 
Maggie Ellinger-Locke, JD    Eirick Cheverud, JD 
 
Shirley Sutton      Phillip Weeks 
Impacted Family Member    National Lawyers’ Guild – STL 
 
Donnie Harden     Joseph P. Welch     
Impacted Family Member    Attorney at Law 
 
Emily Beck      Keith Rose, Organizer & 
National Lawyers’ Guild – STL    National Lawyers Guild – STL 
 
David Howard      Sister Mary Ann McGivern 
Howard and Johnson, LLC     Retired Reentry Program Director 
 
Joseph Ott, JD      Rev. Dietra Wise 
 
Elizabeth Unger Carlyle    Kathryn B. Parish 
Carlyle Parish LLC     Carlyle Parish LLC 
 
Shatiega and Danny Brown Members of the Toward Justice Group  
Impacted Family Members of the First Unitarian Church of St. Louis 
  
Gene Kepner, JD/MSW    Rhonda Hill 
United States Veteran     Impacted Family Member 
 
Felice McClendon     Migrant and Immigrant Community   

Youth Advocate        Action Project 
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Carlita Tolbert MJC-STL 
 

Alona Sistrunk MJC-STL 

 
 


