
Response from Mark Barnhill, Partner at Platinum Equity: 

With respect to the thesis of your article – whether or not “responsible investors can respond 
to the growing focus on racial justice by changing their asset allocation and stewardship 
practices” – we believe the answer is wholeheartedly “yes.” Moreover, we believe all 
investors have a responsibility to ensure their managers live up to both their fiduciary duties 
and their obligations to manage environmental, social and governance issues in a 
responsible way. We are proud of our track record on both fronts. In fact, our stewardship of 
Securus Technologies provides a case study in how responsible stewardship can effect real 
reform and advance the cause of social justice. 

Platinum acquired Securus from Abry Partners in 2017. Our investment thesis was 
consistent with Platinum’s fundamental approach: (i) Acquire undermanaged or 
underperforming companies, often in out-of-favor industries; (ii) fix those companies and 
through the application of strict operational discipline and control; (iii) divest those 
companies after transforming them into responsible market leaders. Platinum Equity has a 
long track record of success in turning around broken companies, often in troubled 
industries. 
  
Platinum Equity wholeheartedly supports efforts to reform business practices in the prison 
services industry, and we are acting as change agents to ensure that Securus is an industry 
leader in terms of best practices. Areas of focus include pricing, privacy, data security and 
other issues that have been highlighted by policymakers and advocates for both customers 
and consumers. 
  
Moreover, it is also important to underscore that the company and the industry provide a 
broad array of services that benefit incarcerated inmates, including not just communications 
technology but also entertainment programming, law library access and other tools including 
education and job search tools designed to smooth post-incarceration re-entry and help 
reduce recidivism. We are actively engaged in expanding and improving those services, 
while at the same time improving policies and business practices at the company. We are 
meeting with all parties, including not only the law enforcement and corrections agencies 
who are the company’s customers, but also with activists and advocates for the inmates, 
their families and friends who are the company’s consumers. 
  
In the interest of both transparency and accountability, we have published our transformation 
agenda and encouraged all parties to track our progress. More information is attached and 
also available here.  I know Securus has provided you a substantial amount of factual 
information about the company’s business practices and progress on the reforms we are 
implementing, but here are some of the highlights: 
  
Highlights of Platinum’s reforms to date: 
  
Coronavirus response: Have provided the following since March… 
  

● 26.6 million free phone calls totaling 206.0 million free minutes 

https://www.platinumequity.com/securus-transformation?article=ceo:-how-public-private-partnerships-are-essential-in-the-transformation-of-aventiv/securus


● 5.2 million free video connections 
● 13.6 million free electronic message stamps 

  
New leadership: Implemented a sweeping overhaul of management, replacing the CEO and 
his leadership team including the heads of the sales, operations, technology, public safety, 
government relations and special projects. 
  
Rate reduction: Prices have been cut by more than 30 percent under Platinum’s ownership, 
including 14 percent in the past year. The company is working assertively to bring down 
prices an additional 15 percent over the next three years. Today the average cost per minute 
of a Securus phone call is 15 cents, inclusive of all fees and commissions. 
  
Commission reduction / elimination: Securus is providing to all corrections agency customers 
a commission-free rate that would eliminate one of the most controversial industry practices: 
Passthrough “commissions” added to the cost of phone calls and passed through to the 
corrections agency customers. Securus successfully helped one of its largest customers, the 
New York City corrections agency, transition to a model that is not only commission-free but 
fully agency paid. 
  
Accelerated reforms: New CEO Dave Abel, brought in from outside the industry and installed 
as CEO at the beginning of 2020, launched an ambitious multi-year transformation effort that 
he pledged would “acknowledge past criticism, pursue present opportunities and lead future 
innovation.” The program is based on several key areas: 
  

● Accessibility and Affordability 
● Transparency 
● Education, Re-Entry and Recidivism 
● Listening and Responsiveness 
● Technology and Innovation 

  
Product diversification: In addition to reform initiatives designed to make products and 
services more affordable and accessible to incarcerated individuals and their families, our 
goal is to develop new products and services that benefit the ~700,000 inmates who walk 
out prison each year and need help with technology that supports job training, education and 
other initiatives that will help reduce recidivism. 
  
Working with Activists and Advocates for the Incarcerated: It’s important to note that the 
company’s reform agenda includes many of the things activists are calling for, including: 
  

● Further reduction in the cost of telephone calls and elimination of so-called outlier 
rates; 

● Further reduction in the cost of money transfers; 
● Agreement to include commission-free and fully agency-paid options to every 

corrections agency customer; 



● Greater transparency, including independent third-party reporting on all costs related 
to inmate calling; 

● Greater listening and responsiveness, including quarterly meetings with families and 
individuals personally impacted by incarceration 

  
These reforms are meaningful, and in keeping with our commitment to be change agents in 
this business and this industry. We don’t expect them to be praised by all critics, but we are 
undeterred in our resolve to adopt meaningful reforms in this business and this industry. 
  
With respect to assertions that “investing in prison services means profiting from and 
adversely impacting incarcerated people”: 
  

Our investment in Securus is driving meaningful reform of the company and the 
industry, while reducing prices and expanding services. In addition to reform 
initiatives designed to make products and services more affordable and accessible to 
incarcerated individuals and their families, the company is developing new products 
and services to benefit the ~700,000 inmates who walk out prison each year and 
need help with technology that supports job training, education and other initiatives 
that will help reduce recidivism. 

  
With respect to the assertion that “private equity ownership tends to drive market 
consolidation and often ends in worse services at higher prices” 
  

Our investment in Securus is driving meaningful reform of the company and the 
industry, while reducing prices and expanding services. In addition to reform 
initiatives designed to make products and services more affordable and accessible to 
incarcerated individuals and their families, the company is developing new products 
and services to benefit the ~700,000 inmates who walk out prison each year and 
need help with technology that supports job training, education and other initiatives 
that will help reduce recidivism. 

  
With respect to purported “regulatory risk, as exemplified by phone calls being made free in 
a jurisdiction of NYC and Francisco, and with upcoming federal bills, and statewide bills in 
Massachusetts, Connecticut and New York” 
  

To characterize that is a “risk” is just flat wrong. In fact, Securus has taken an 
industry leading role in proactively offering no-commission and agency-paid 
alternatives to the corrections agencies: In connection with every contract, the 
company now offers a 0% commission option. Securus is the first correctional 
telephone provider to have negotiated and implemented a full agency-paid model in 
which the full cost of telephone calls is borne by the agency – in this case New York 
City’s jail system. 

  
With respect to how investors have responded to concerns raised by activists: 
  



We have communicated openly and transparently with investors about our efforts to 
reform the company and the progress we are making against that transformation 
agenda. The hard work of reform has spoken for itself, and the activist campaign has 
not gained traction: Fund V, which targeted $8 billion in capital commitments, was 
oversubscribed and closed at $10 billion. 

 
 

Statement from Joanna Acocella, Vice President, Securus Technologies  

“Under the guidance of new leadership and the ownership team at Platinum Equity, Securus 
Technologies is undertaking an ambitious multi-year transformation effort to make its 
products more affordable, accessible, and responsible to the communities we serve. To that 
end, we have reduced our average call cost to $0.15 a minute – which represents a 30 
percent rate reduction – and provided more than 27 million free calls during the pandemic. 
We are committed to working within any funding model that provides the resources needed 
to give incarcerated Americans the communications and educational tools they deserve 
while maintaining the required security infrastructure to keep communities safe.”  

  

Background 

·        The rates listed in the Prison Policy Institute report are outdated, misleading, and 
in many cases, outright false. We ask that you instead reference or link to the list of 
our current facility rates, which can be found here: 
https://securustech.online/#/rate-quote 

·        Our services are unique in that the costs include the cost of security technology 
and monitoring for public safety measures. We also entirely cover the upfront cost of 
installing and maintaining the required hardware and technology. 

·        For example on average, each year, our company spends $50 million in 
investments to build and maintain the security and technological infrastructure 
necessary to create these connections in the first place. 

·        We are undertaking a significant effort to transform our company and we have 
made considerable progress despite the backdrop of a global pandemic. This 
progress is divided across the following five pillars: 

o   Accessibility and affordability: 

§  Because the commissions charged by local governments can be a 
substantial contributor to the cost of calls, Securus is now offering 
commission-free and agency-paid options for calls to both existing and 
potential new customers. So far this year we have renegotiated 
contracts with 58 correctional agencies, reducing call rates that had 

https://securustech.online/#/rate-quote


previously exceeded national averages. In some places that has 
lowered the cost of calls by 60 percent or more.  

§  The average cost of a phone call using Securus’ platform is now 15 
cents per minute - a 30 percent reduction since Platinum Equity took 
ownership of the company. That is just $2.25 for a 15-minute call.  In 
June of 2020, only 0.01% of the total calls made on our systems cost 
more than $20 – and more than 50% cost less than $1. 

§   Reduced the third-party fees by more than 50% for those individuals 
who choose to use Western Union or MoneyGram to fund a telephone 
calling account. 

§   On March 13, the day the U.S. declared COVID-19 a national 
emergency, Securus began offering free and discounted services to 
every one of its state and county corrections agency customers. Since 
then, we’ve provided: 

·        27.2 million free phone calls totaling 196.6 million free 
minutes 

·        5.3 million free video connections 

·        13.9 million free email message stamps to incarcerated 
individuals and their families. 

o   Technology and Innovation: 

§  Released the JP6S, the next-generation table specifically 
constructed to improve quality of life for incarcerated individuals. 
Designed and built to closely mirror technology used by the general 
public but with the security and features needed in a complex 
corrections environment, the JP6S operates up to 13 hours before 
charging, provides up to 32GB of storage, delivers 140-hours of music 
play time, and performs 2 times faster on a sharp 1280x800 screen 
resolution. Additional improvements include a thinner, sleeker design 
that weighs just 17 ounces, an optional 2 megapixel camera, a new 
Android 8.1 operating system, rugged protective casing with 
impact-resistance glass, and built-in secure Wi-Fi with dual band 
support (2.4GHz and 5GHz). 

§  Through August, Aventiv invested more than $2.3 million in new 
infrastructure and the development of new technology including further 
strengthening cyber security measures. 

§  Over the past year, the company has hired seven new individuals to 
its executive team in addition to new president and CEO Dave Abel. 
These individuals are from outside of the traditional corrections space 
to broaden and diversity the perspective of the corporate leadership 



team.  The group brings expertise in the consumer products, 
technology, financial services and education sectors and will add to 
the core of experienced executives already in place at Aventiv and its 
subsidiaries.  

o   Transparency 

§  The company is developing a report detailing terms-of-use policy to 
memorialize comprehensive data privacy standards for its products 
scheduled to be released by the end of 2020. 

§  Aventiv commissioned a cost analysis by an independent third-party 
designed to be provided annually after the end of the year.  

§  Making call rates more prominent and easier to understand on the 
company website and during telephone call acceptance.  

o    Listening and responsiveness: 

§  Convened first quarterly consumer forum with formerly incarcerated 
individuals and their families in Detroit to hear firsthand about their 
experiences and how to better serve them which will be used to inform 
future development efforts. 

§  Met with leaders and participants of job-training and -placement 
organizations currently operating inside and outside of correctional 
facilities to learn about employment best practices and help guide 
development of re-entry support. 

§  Despite the challenges of COVID-19, Aventiv leadership continued 
an ongoing series of listening sessions with advocates for the 
incarcerated, individuals impacted by incarceration, and correctional 
and communications experts. Stay-at-home orders severely limited in 
person access, and CEO Dave Abel continued holding virtual 
sessions continued throughout the second quarter. 

o   Education, Reentry and Recidivism 

§  Signed the Getting Talent Back to Work pledge from the Society for 
Human Resource Management and committed to give hiring 
opportunities to deserving individuals with a criminal record. Built upon 
the existing corporate job application that “bans the box” and 
broadened hiring practices by defining allowable types of felony 
convictions and specified roles to which limits apply.  Approximately 
10% of new hires since January benefited from the new policies.  



§  Sponsored the Second Annual Correctional Education Reentry 
Summit hosted by Ashland University and supported the participation 
of formerly incarcerated students of the University.  

§  Provided initial seed funding to help launch Freedom Rides, a 
non-profit that assists formerly incarcerated individuals in purchasing 
vehicles so they can safely travel to jobs or classes. 

 
 
BlackRock 
 
In index funds, which comprise more than 90% of our total equity assets under management, the 
investment choice is with the client. BlackRock does not have discretion to exclude any investments 
from the indices that our clients choose to invest in. BlackRock’s obligation as an asset manager and 
a fiduciary is to manage our clients’ assets consistent with their investment decisions. For the index 
component of our business, we are focused on choice, transparency and engagement. 
  
As an example you will note in our global engagement report we have engaged with Aramark – and 
you will see the topics that engagement covered.  Our annual stewardship report was published on 17 
September 2020 in case you would like more information on our approach to investment stewardship. 
  
For completeness, on 14 January 2020, two letters were published (both linked): 

1. Sustainability is fundamentally reshaping finance 
Letter to CEOs from Larry Fink 
  

2. Putting sustainability at the centre of how we invest 
Letter to Clients from the Global Executive Committee 
In the Open Letter to our Clients our Global Executive Committee explains a set of actions we are 
taking to integrate sustainability more deeply into all that we do. 
  
In the client letter (page 3) we highlight: 

● We aim expand choice: for example doubling our offerings of ESG ETFs over the 
next few years (to 150), including sustainable versions of flagship index products 

● BlackRock announced it will offer a new range of ETFs that eliminates exposure to 
certain sectors (background for you: one of these sectors is for-profit prisons) 

 
MassPRIM 
 
We have shared concerns about the issues you raised with both managers, but please 
realize that PRIM is a Limited Partner, and as such, these are discretionary investment 
accounts. We are not actively involved in the decision-making processes regarding the 
underlying investments. 
  
We are not able to comment on Mass PRIM’s ranking in terms of the amount that Mass 
PRIM invested in funds managed by either HIG or American Securities. In fact, PRIM has 
not invested with HIG since 2014. 
 
 

https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/literature/press-release/blk-engagement-summary-report-2020.pdf
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/literature/publication/blk-annual-stewardship-report-2020.pdf
https://www.blackrock.com/uk/individual/larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/uk/individual/blackrock-client-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/uk/individual/blackrock-client-letter

