Institute for the Elimination of Poverty & Genocide

Senator David
Perdue

455 Russell Office
Building
Washington, DC
20510

Senator Kelly
Loeffler

131 Russell
Senate Office
Building
Washington, DC
20510

Representative
Buddy Carter
432 Cannon
House Office
Building,
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Sanford Bishop Jr.
2429 Rayburn
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Drew Ferguson
1032 Longworth
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Hank Johnson
2240 Rayburn
HOB
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
John Lewis

343 Cannon
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Lucy McBath
1513 Longworth
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Rob Woodall
1725 Longworth
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515
Representative
Austin Scott
516 Cannon
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Doug Collins
513 Cannon
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Jody Hice

409 Cannon
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Barry Loudermilk
329 Cannon
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Rick Allen

2400 Rayburn
House Office
Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
David Scott

225 Cannon House
Office Building
Washington, DC
20515

Representative
Tom Graves
Rayburn House
Office Building,
2442,
Washington, DC
2051

cc:
Thomas P. Giles
Atlanta ICE Field
Office Director
Thomas.P.Giles@

ice.dhs.gov

Kristen Sullivan
Atlanta ICE
Assistant Field
Office Director
Kristen.Sullivan@
ice.dhs.gov

Nadia Batcha
Senior Policy
Advisor

Office of Civil
Rights and Civil
Liberties
Nadia.Batcha@hq
.dhs.gov


mailto:John.Tsoukaris@ice.dhs.gov
mailto:John.Tsoukaris@ice.dhs.gov
mailto:Kristen.Sullivan@ice.dhs.gov
mailto:Kristen.Sullivan@ice.dhs.gov

Institute for the Elimination of Poverty & Genocide

March 31, 2020
Re: Requesting the immediate release of immigrants in ICE custody in Georgia
Dear Members of the Georgia Delegation to the 116th United States Congress,

We are writing to request that you prioritize the immediate release of detained immigrants under
ICE custody in light of the growing public health crisis caused by the COVID-19 outbreak. The
threat of a COVID-19 outbreak in immigration detention centers is imminent. Immigration
detention centers are already a hotbed for the transfer of various infectious diseases. Georgia
nonprofit organizations have written directly to the Atlanta ICE Field Office several times, with
similar information and requests, but have yet to hear any response from ICE.

COVID-19 is an infectious disease that causes respiratory illnesses with symptoms such as
cough, fever, and in more serious cases, difficulty breathing. It is spread from secretions released
from the nose and mouth as an infected person coughs. These particles can land on other people,
clothing and surfaces around them, but some of the smaller particles can remain in the air. In
particular, the virus can remain on plastic and metal surfaces for up to 72 hours.1 People who
have chronic medical conditions or are aged 50 and older are the most vulnerable and are at a
heightened risk of serious complications and death. Further, these groups, once infected, carry
the highest concentration of the virus and can act as human incubators. We also now know that
individuals, regardless of age, may not only be infected by the virus but also require intensive
medical care.

As of March 31, 2020, Georgia has 3,031 confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 102 deaths
resulting from COVID-19.2 Georgia has among the highest number of active COVID-19 cases
and among the highest death rate in the country due to COVID-19.3 Given that the infection rate
is so high, this virus poses an especially dangerous risk to immigrants in ICE detention.4
Immigration detention facilities are densely populated and are not sufficiently equipped to
address serious medical issues. For example, in January 2018, 33-year-old Yulio Castro Garrido
died of pneumonia while detained at the Stewart Detention Center in Lumpkin, Georgia, despite

1New England Journal of Medicine; https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMc2004973.
2 https://lwww.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/mar/26/coronavirus-map-of-the-us-latest-cases-
state-by-state.
3 https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/us/.
4 https://thehill.com/opinion/civil-rights/490071-why-some-people-cant-avoid-mass-gathering-detention;
https://thehill.com/opinion/immigration/489659-amid-pandemic-medically-vulnerable-people-remain-
trapped-in-ice-jails.
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being healthy prior to detention.s In addition, according to ICE’s detainee death review, the
Stewart staff violated protocol by allowing Mr. Garrido to work in the kitchen despite being sick
up until the day he was hospitalized. The investigation found that this dangerous practice could
have allowed spreading contagious illness to other detained immigrants. ICE and Core Civic at
Stewart have a history of failing to follow public health protocols. Their demonstrated inability
to implement public health protocols will endanger immigrants even more in light of COVID-19.

Immigrants at immigration detention centers in Georgia are routinely subjected to unsanitary
living conditions such as overcrowding, moldy shower heads and urinals, lack of access to clean
drinking water, and poor food quality.s In addition, immigrants have reported lack of medical
care. They reportedly have to wait weeks before seeing a medical professional, and once they do,
they are often just prescribed over the counter painkillers.7 The combination of unhygienic
conditions and lack of access to sufficient medical facilities places unique risks of widespread
exposure that will further exacerbate already inhumane conditions.

In addition, detained immigrants are reporting that the Stewart Detention Center and the Irwin
County Detention Center are already violating best practices from the Centers for Disease
Control and Preventions (CDC) report titled “Interim Guidance on Management of Coronavirus
Disease 2019 in Correctional and Detention Facilities.” For example, CDC recommends
restricting transfer of detained individuals to and from other jurisdictions and facilities. However,
according to eyewitness accounts, on March 23, 2020, three buses full of individuals were
transferred out of Stewart and taken to the airport to be flown to Houston and/or Brownsville,
Texas. In addition, ICE is still trying, unsuccessfully, to deport immigrants out of Stewart to
countries like Honduras and Guatemala further jeopardizing the health of all immigrants on those
flights.

Detained immigrants at Stewart are concerned about the lack of information they are receiving
about COVID-19. One individual at Stewart reported that they are only learning about COVID-
19 from the news. While there is some information provided about washing hands, he reported
that social distancing, as recommended by the CDC’s Guidance, is not being enforced. In one
unit, an individual reported that immigrants are having to sleep on the floor due to overcrowding.
Another individual stated that immigrants do not have access to cleaning supplies to sanitize
their personal belongings. There are already reports of individuals who are coughing and have
cold like symptoms who are not receiving proper medical care. In addition, he shared concerns

5 https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/brother-cuban-was-healthy-before-dying-
pneumonia-ice-custody/9TNpil95CY QPyiGPoSyzmJ/.

6 https://projectsouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Imprisoned_Justice_Report-1.pdf.

7 1d.

8 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/correction-detention/guidance-correctional-
detention.html.
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about additional immigrants being transferred into the facility, and is scared that the new
transfers and/or staff members at the facility who may be exposed to the virus could be further
spreading it into the facility.

Due to these critical concerns regarding their health and safety, immigrants at Stewart held a
hunger strike on March 24, 2020 to demand answers about the pandemic and whether they can
be released. “We're just waiting to get infected!!” said Ventura Quintanar-Rico, 32, of Mexico.
“They're not taking the most basic coronavirus precautions at this place. If one of us gets
infected, all of us will, we are not able to stay 6 feet apart from each other, we share space with
62 other people. We don't want to die here and it usually takes 3-4 days to get medical attention
here.”

At Irwin, women have reported living in a trailer unit outside the detention center to expand bed
space since 2019. Reportedly, 120 women live in a trailer separated into 4 pods, with 30 women
in each pod. One woman reported that there is not enough space to walk around in the trailer for
exercise and that they are in the trailer 23 hours a day. Another woman reported raw sewage
coming up from the floor drain last fall. Immigrants at Irwin are concerned about transfers of
new individuals into the facility, further endangering the individuals detained at Irwin, and there
is equal concern that some guards, many of whom commute to work from areas with much
higher rates of infection, may be asymptomatic carriers who might introduce COVID-19 into the
detention center. Another person at Irwin reports that while hand soap was recently made
available, hand sanitizer or supplies to disinfect personal belongings are still not available. Face
masks are also not available. In an open dorm shared by approximately 100 women, a staff
person reportedly comes in only once a day to disinfect the unit.

In addition, detention centers in Georgia like Stewart and Irwin are located far from appropriate
healthcare facilities that could treat patients with COVID-19. According to Dr. Amy Zeidan of
Emory University, the public health crisis is exacerbated because “Detention centers in Georgia
are geographically isolated from healthcare facilities that can safely care for a large number of
critically ill patients. For example, Stewart Detention facility is at least one hour away from a
healthcare facility with an ICU and necessary resources. While there are high quality critical
access and regional hospitals located within 30 miles from Stewart and Irwin detention facilities
in GA, these hospitals likely do not have the capacity to care for a large influx of patients
requiring intensive care for sick COVID-19 patients.” This means that it will be even harder for
immigrants detained in immigration detention centers in Georgia to receive proper care in
response to a global pandemic.
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Please see Project South’s 2017 Report,9 2017 Congressional Letter,10 and 2019 Follow Up
Congressional Letter11 for more information on inhumane conditions in immigration detention
centers in Georgia.

Faced with an imminent outbreak of COVID-19, staff and resources at detention facilities would
be rapidly overwhelmed. According to Dr. Carlos Franco-Paredes, the Director of the Infectious
Diseases Fellowship Training Program at the University of Colorado Anschultz Medical
Campus:

Detention of any kind allows for large groups of people to be held together in a
confined space and creates the worst type of setting for curbing the spread of a
highly contagious infection such as COVID-19.... Given the large population
density of immigration detention centers, and the ease of transmission of this viral
pathogen, the attack rate may take exponential proportions.

Behind the walls of a detention center, the basic reproductive rate of the infection
(RO=2) may be responsible for infecting between 30-50% of detainees and staff
within a facility. Of these one-fifth will require hospital admission, and about
10% will develop severe disease requiring intensive care unit. For an immigration
detention center that holds 1500 detainees, we can estimate that 500-650 may
acquire the infection. Of these, 100 to 150 individuals may develop severe disease
potentially requiring admission to an intensive care unit. Of these, 10-15
individuals may die from respiratory failure. The cost of care of in the

intensive care unit is in the order of $5000 to $8,000 dollars per day for those
requiring mechanical ventilation.

As a result, many will need to be transported to nearby hospitals, effectively placing greater
strain on an already burdened healthcare system. According to Dr. Michael Khoury and Dr. Amy
Ziedan of Emory University:

As medical professionals whose sole mission it is to care for the sick, our
concerns are extended to those who are incarcerated in the nation’s prisons, jails,
and in US Immigration and Custom Enforcement (ICE) detention centers. Many
of these individuals held in prisons, jails and detention centers live in crowded

9 https://projectsouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Imprisoned_Justice_Report-1.pdf.

10 https://projectsouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Letter-to-Congress-Georgia-Detention-
Centers.pdf.

11 https://projectsouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/10.17.2019- L etter-to-Georgia-Congressional-
Delegates-.pdf.
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and unsanitary conditions. These individuals form another subset of a vulnerable
population who will undoubtedly require intensive medical care when the virus
spreads through these facilities... We must do everything possible to ensure our
hospitals are not overwhelmed. We can only achieve this goal if we take all steps
to reduce and to slow the rate of infection of those who are infected by the virus at
any given time. If the virus spreads inside of a prison, jail, or detention center,
there is no doubt that local hospitals will see hundreds, if not thousands, of new
patients in a short period of time. This is the exact scenario we must be avoiding.
The only way to avoid creating this public health emergency is by immediately
reducing the population of inmates who are behind bars. Any reduction in the
number of those infected and in turn reduction of those requiring medical care at
the hospitals will not only help ease the burden on the health care system, but also
reduce the risk to health care professionals. As we work in the emergency rooms
and the intensive care units treating patients with coronavirus infections, it is the
physicians, nurses and other health care staff who will be placing their lives at
risk in service for the public health. Therefore, we ask that individuals - especially
those considered high risk - held in prisons, jails and detention centers in the
United States be released immediately. This will help us save the lives of not only
vulnerable inmates, but also the lives of health care professionals and the public.

In the last few weeks, prisons around the U.S. have been reducing incarcerated populations in
response to prevention protocols.12 Three letters have already gone out to the Atlanta ICE Field
Office urgently requesting that all immigrants, especially those most vulnerable to COVID-19,
be released.13

We ask that you act now by following up and demanding that ICE release all immigrants under
its custody detained at Georgia immigration detention centers: the Robert A. Deyton Detention
Facility, the Stewart Detention Center, the Irwin County Detention Center, and the Folkston ICE
Processing Center. In particular, please urge ICE to prioritize the release of immigrants most
vulnerable to the virus. This includes people age 50 or older; anyone diagnosed with cancer,
autoimmune diseases (including lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, psoriasis, Sjogren’s, Crohn’s),

12https://www.nwahomepage.com/news/knwa/washington-county-jail-releases-more-inmates-in-covid-
19-preparation/;https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-03-20/california-releases-more-jail-
inmates-amid-coronavirus-crisis; https://kdvr.com/news/coronavirus/inmates-being-released-early-from-
jeffco-detention-facility-amid-coronavirus-
concerns/;https://www.clickorlando.com/news/local/2020/03/19/hillsborough-county-to-free-non-violent-
inmates-in-effort-to-prevent-covid-19-spread/.

13 https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cMXvBL6v-AoRVc71UCdogeW-A_icODNWYm48ljXUo-I/edit;
https://innovationlawlab.org/general/an-open-letter-to-immigration-authorities-re-covid-19-in-georgia/;
https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/Itr_to_ice_and_wardens_re_covid-19 - 2020.03_-_final.pdf.
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chronic lung disease (including asthma, COPD, bronchiectasis, idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis),
cardiovascular disease (MI), chronic arthritis (rheumatoid, psoriatic), chronic liver or kidney
disease, diabetes, hypertension, heart failure, HIV; those taking steroids or other
immunosuppressive agents to treat chronic conditions; and people with a history of smoking.

Sincerely,

ACLU of Georgia

Adelante (A project of the Immigrant Justice Initiative)
American Gateways

Asian Americans Advancing Justice - Atlanta
ATL Radical Art

Atlanta Mennonite Fellowship

Bbarash Productions LLC

Believers Bail Out

Center for Victims of Torture Georgia
Cobb Immigrant Alliance

Columban Mission Center

Community EsTr(El/La)

Community Justice Exchange - National Bail Fund Network
Detention Watch Network

Edmonds Law Office of Civil Rights LLC
El Refugio

Elliott Immigration Law

Equality Labs

First Existentialist Congregation of Atlanta
Gentle Spirit Christian Church

Georgia Detention Watch

Georgia Latino Alliance for Human Rights
Georgia Shift

Jewish Voice for Peace - Atlanta Chapter
Joining Hands for Justice, Palestine/Israel
Justice in Motion

La Resistencia

Latino LinQ

Latinx Therapists Action Network

Law Office of Cherie E Cookorinis PC
National Black Education Agenda

New Sanctuary Coalition
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New Sanctuary Movement of Atlanta
No Detention Centers in Michigan
Nomura Law LLC

Oglethorpe University

Organization of Chinese American
Project South

Queer Detainee Empowerment Project
Reale Justice Network
RefuseFascism.org

Showing Up for Racial Justice

Smith Rich Law

Solano Law Firm

South Georgia Immigrant Support Network
Southerners On New Ground

SPLC Action Fund

St. Bede’s Episcopal Church

Tahirih Justice Center

The Reilly Law Firm

Transformations CDC/Episcopal Church
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee
Zambrano and Ruiz, LLC
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