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COLUMBIA, S.C. – The Correctional Leaders Association honored SCDC Director Bryan Stirling 
Saturday with its Tom Clements Award, which recognizes innovation and achievement in 
incarceration and reentry programming. 
 
Stirling was nominated for this prestigious national award by former SCDC Director Jon Ozmint and 
received it at the CLA annual meeting in Phoenix. It is the first time a director from South Carolina 
has been awarded this honor. 
 
In accepting the award, Stirling said he was deeply honored and thanked the association, 
lawmakers, advocates and his staff. He talked about the importance of working to improve the lives 
of inmates before they return to society, which was a passion of Tom Clements, who the award 
honors. 
 
“Why do prisons matter?” he asked. “They matter because 85 percent of the folks that come get 
out within five years. These are going to be our neighbors, they’re going to be sometimes our loved 
ones, and don’t we want them better than when they came in?” 
 
In the nomination, Ozmint said Stirling has made a host of “courageous, innovative and systemic 
changes” after inheriting an agency that ranked in the bottom five nationally in funding. 
 
Ozmint’s nomination said Stirling is most deserving of the award “for developing, trying and 
implementing new ideas and new approaches to old problems, for leading CLA and corrections-at-
large to a position of hope and breakthrough on the long-standing stalemate over illegal cell-
phones, for leveraging technology and data to make us safer, for transforming his agency and 
leading his entire state’s body politic to a new awareness and appreciation for corrections, for 
making his agency and his state a national leader in important outcomes and in new initiatives, and 
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for his contributions, service, and personal sacrifice to CLA and the greater community – all while 
persevering and overcoming significant personal challenges and loss.” 
 
The nomination included letters from political and law enforcement leaders across the state. 
 
“South Carolina is a safer place because of Director Stirling’s strong leadership and collaborative 
efforts,” Gov. Henry McMaster said in a nomination letter to the group. 
 
Sen. Dick Harpootlian said Stirling has transcended partisan politics to build relationships and raise 
awareness to the department’s needs. “This is the real key to Bryan’s success: his character and 
transparency. Bryan has the trust and confidence of statehouse leaders across party lines.” 
 
SCDC Director of Operations Joel Anderson included an impressive list of accomplishments during 
Stirling’s time as director. 
 
“Director Stirling recognizes the responsibility of the State Department of Corrections to not only 
provide community protection from incarcerated offenders, but to use the opportunity of their 
incarceration to provide a chance at a reformed life during their sentence and after their release,” 
Anderson said. 
 
SLED Chief Mark Keel praised Stirling’s progressive, innovative leadership. “Director Stirling works 
closely with local and national correctional partners as well as state and local law enforcement 
partners to ensure the safety and security of the correctional facilities in South Carolina,” Keel said. 
 
Sen. Shane Martin, who chairs the S.C. Senate’s Corrections and Penology committee, noted 
Stirling’s focus on improving medical and mental health services, along with programs that help 
inmates successfully re-enter society.  
 
“Bryan successfully advocates for necessary improvements for staff and inmates alike while keeping 
them safe,” Martin said. 
 
Attorney General Alan Wilson described Stirling’s work to increase standards for law enforcement 
officers, hold criminals accountable and stop illegal cellphone signals, in addition to preparing 
inmates to succeed after they leave prison.  
 
“As the state’s top prosecutor, I appreciate Director Stirling’s long-term commitment to addressing 
the recidivism rate of the prison population,” Attorney General Alan Wilson said. 
 
The Clements award was created in 2015 to honor the memory of Tom Clements, Executive 
Director of the Colorado Department of Corrections, who was assassinated in the line of duty in 
March 2013. This award was established to identify CLA members who display innovation and 
achievement, two of the qualities Clements himself was known for. 
 
 
 
 



This list of Stirling’s innovations and achievements was submitted by Anderson in the nomination: 
 

1. Brought South Carolina recidivism rate to lowest in the nation. 

2. Worked with General Assembly to secure $93 million for capital improvements for aging 

prisons. 

3. Increased correctional officer starting salaries $10,000 over eight years.  

4. Secured bonuses for institutional staff for their tireless work during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

5. Increased nursing and other medical salaries 25 percent to bring in line with marketplace 

and make SCDC competitive in the job market and better able to secure a necessary and 

competent healthcare workforce. 

6. Opened extensive reentry programs for all custody levels.  

7. Created partnerships with Claflin University and the state technical colleges for inmates to 

obtain two- and four-year degrees. 

8. Created partnerships with other state agencies (i.e. SCDEW, SCDHEC, SCDMV, SCDAODAS 

and SCDMH) to aid in providing pre and post-release services to inmates. 

9. Increased drug addiction programming to help inmates recover and created peer support 

training programs for inmates to help each other recover from drug addiction. 

10. Created programs and leadership to reduce prison violence, including new Operations 

leadership, and the use of predictive analytics to anticipate violence. 

11. Established the Academy of Hope and Step-down programs at Lee and Perry Correctional 

Institution to focus on inmates with long histories of disciplinary problems and violence and 

decrease the need for restrictive housing. 

12. Increased community partnerships for reentry services (i.e. Turning Leaf, JumpStart, Fresh 

Start, etc.) 

13. Leader in national effort to block cellphone signals inside prisons. Chosen to test jamming 

technology for national research effort. 

14. Forged partnership with the State medical university to create prison hospital unit for male 

inmates and female inmates, as well as a mental health inpatient unit for female inmates. 

15. Worked with economic leaders in South Carolina to identify and create Second Chance 

training for inmates to enter the workforce. Also helped create a job pipeline for companies 

to hire formerly incarcerated workers. 

16. Created partnerships for telehealth and telepsych appointments after leading the change 

from paper to electronic medical records. 

17. Developed an innovative dynamic model to analyze historical inmate characteristics and 

triggers that may lead to violent behavior (assaults.) With this information, a weekly report 

is produced that calculates probabilities of each inmate’s likelihood of committing a violent 

act (assault.) Inmates with the highest probabilities at institutions are engaged by staff in 

order to interrupt these violent acts (assaults.) SCDC has reduced assaults since 

implementation by 20 percent. 

18. Established the Office of Programs, Re-entry and Rehabilitative Services, as well as the 

Office of Behavioral Health Services to provide greater leadership, accountability and 

innovation in the delivery of these services to the inmate population. 





















































The Clements Award distinguishes a member who has initiated an outstanding innovation or 

achievement that embodies the vision of corrections reform embraced by Executive Director 

Clements. This vision includes but is not limited to reforms in the area of administrative segregation, 

recidivism, parole supervision, prison programming, and other successful reform which is progressive 

in nature. 

 

Please briefly describe why you feel this nominee should receive the Clements Award: 

Under the  leadership of Director Bryan Stirling, the South Carolina Department of Corrections (SCDC) 

has become the nation’s leader in reducing the recidivism of incarcerated offenders. By increasing 

access to evidence-based programs, instituting critical training, reconnecting inmates to the community 

and lining up housing, SC has reduced its recidivism rate to 22%.  Through his innovative command of 

the agency he has placed an emphasis on inmate rehabilitation to aid them in successfully returning to 

the community and remaining crime free.  Bryan Stirling has effectively transformed the agency in this 

regard, and has focused on establishing prison-based programing for both general and special 

population inmates (such as the mentally ill and the chemically addicted). Director Stirling recognizes 

the responsibility of the State Department of Corrections to not only provide community protection 

from incarcerated offenders, but to use the opportunity of their incarceration to provide a chance at a 

reformed life during their sentence and after release. He has placed an emphasis on the creation and 

implementation of programming through community partnerships with other government agencies, 

non-profit entities and the private sector. This has included multiagency collaborations, as well as the 

consideration for the use of innovators and entrepreneurs.   He is a catalyst for community connections 

that bridge the gap of reentry for job skills, training, employment, housing and therapeutic services that 

lead to personal sustainability. Director Stirling has also made our prisons safer for staff and inmates, 

expanding security measures to halt the onslaught of contraband entering our institutions. He has been 

a national leader in the fight to allow state prisons to jam cell phone signals, spearheading the effort to 

get legislation passed that would make cell phones inoperable behind bars. He serves on the CTIA 

Taskforce and has become a national spokesperson on the issue. At the same time, he has championed 

the importance of healthy supports and family and community reengagement that promotes a crime 

free life. During the COVID-19 pandemic he has placed an emphasis on quickly implementing virtual 

visitation and continues to entertain new technology to help inmates stay connected to loved ones and 

supports during their incarceration.  Director Stirling demands that the agency have respect for the 

concerns of inmates and their families, to admit agency errors and make corrections when concerns 

arise. A state senator, who was a former prosecutor and criminal defense attorney, sums it up this way: 

“If a mistake has been made, Bryan Stirling will correct it. I think he’s the best director they’ve had in 50 

years.” Director Stirling has also placed an importance on nursing staff, as well as the healthcare needs 

of the inmate population. In this regard he has been able to secure raises for nursing staff and make 

SCDC more competitive in hiring much needed staff for the continuous healthcare needs of an aging and 

medically compromised population. Bryan Stirling recognizes the unique and challenging environment 

that corrections presents for all of his employees and deeply appreciates the dedication of his staff, and 

the recruitment and retention issues posed regardless of discipline. He shows his commitment to his 

agency staff through his frequent site visits to institutions, his presence at class graduations, by 

highlighting positive employee performance, and through granting spot bonuses himself for staff 

recognition. 



 

Please tell us a little bit about the nominee's corrections career: 

Bryan P. Stirling was confirmed as the Director of the South Carolina Department of Corrections by the 
South Carolina Senate on February 19, 2014 and has tirelessly served in this role for nearly 8 years. With 
a staff of 5,000, Stirling is also responsible for roughly 15,500 inmates currently serving time in one of 
the 21 penal institutions across the state.  
 
Upon assuming office, Director Stirling oversees an agency that has undergone officer shortages and 
media scrutiny.  Under Stirling’s leadership, the agency has closed six institutions. The inmate 
population has declined due to a reduction in the recidivism rates, sentencing reform, successful 
programs and services within the institutions. Stirling settled a decade old mental health lawsuit that 
plagued the agency and its leadership and has continued to make strides in securing compliance with 
the components of this agreement by improving mental health services at all levels of care, reducing the 
need for using force, and diminishing the use of restricted housing.  
 
Stirling has been recognized for his passion and dedication to improving public safety, as well as, making 
each institution a safe, secure and productive environment where offenders are given the skills and 
resources needed for a future that spans far beyond their prison cell.  
 
In 2016, Stirling received the Stephen G. Morris Nelson Mullins Social Justice Award from the Columbia 
Urban League and the William D. Leeke Award of Excellence.  
 
Prior to joining the correctional system, Director Stirling served as Deputy Attorney General for nearly 
six years. Most recently, he served Governor Nikki Haley as her Chief of Staff from October, 2012 to 
September, 2013, during which he oversaw management of the governor’s cabinet and the Office of 
Executive Policy and Programs.  Stirling graduated from the University of South Carolina in 1991 and 
USC’s School of Law in 1996. 
 

 

 

 

 

What outstanding innovation and/or achievements has he/she made in the area of reform? 

1. Brought South Carolina recidivism rate to lowest in the nation. 

2. Worked with General Assembly to secure $93 million for capital improvements for aging prisons. 

3. Increased correctional officer starting salaries $10,000 over eight years.  

4. Secured bonuses for institutional staff for their tireless work during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

5. Increased nursing and other medical salaries 25 percent to bring in line with marketplace and make 

SCDC competitive in the job market and better able to secure a necessary and competent healthcare 

workforce. 

6. Opened extensive reentry programs for all custody levels.  



7. Created partnerships with Claflin University and the state technical colleges for inmates to obtain 

two- and four-year degrees. 

8. Created partnerships with other state agencies (i.e. SCDEW, SCDHEC, SCDMV, SCDAODAS and 

SCDMH) to aid in providing pre and post-release services to inmates.  

9. Increased drug addiction programming to help inmates recover and created peer support training 

programs for inmates to help each other recover from drug addiction. 

10. Created programs and leadership to reduce prison violence, including new Operations leadership, 

and the use of predictive analytics to anticipate violence.  

11. Established the Academy of Hope, and Step-Down Programs at Lee and Perry Correctional 

Institution to focus on inmates with long histories of disciplinary problems and violence, and 

decrease the need for restrictive housing. 

12. Increased community partnerships for reentry services (i.e. Turning Leaf, JumpStart, Fresh Start, 

etc.) 

13. Leader in national effort to block cellphone signals inside prisons. Chosen to test jamming 

technology for national research effort. 

14. Forged partnership with the State medical university to create a prison hospital unit for male 

inmates and female inmates, as well as a mental health inpatient unit for female inmates. 

15. Worked with economic leaders in South Carolina to identify and create Second Chance training for 

inmates to enter the workforce. Also helped create a job pipeline for companies to hire formerly 

incarcerated workers. 

16. Created partnerships for telehealth and telepsych appointments after leading the change from 

paper to electronic medical records. 

17. Developed an innovative dynamic model to analyze historical inmate characteristics and triggers 

that may lead to violent behavior (assaults).   With this information, a weekly report is produced 

that calculates probabilities of each inmate’s likelihood of committing a violent act 

(assault).  Inmates with the highest probabilities at institutions are engaged by staff in order to 

interrupt these violent acts (assaults). SCDC has reduced assaults since implementation by 20%. 

18. Established the Office of Programs, Re-entry and Rehabilitative Services, as well as the Office of 

Behavioral Health Services to provide greater leadership, accountability and innovation in the 

delivery of these services ot the inmate population.  
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