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ACLU National Prison Project 
• Founded 1972, work across the US & territories.
• End policies that give the US the highest rate of 

incarceration in the world.
• Through litigation, advocacy, and public education, 

we fight for conditions of confinement that are 
consistent with health, safety, and human dignity.

• Conditions litigation against federal & state 
prisons, jails, ICE detention facilities, juvenile 
facilities; FOIA.

• Incarcerated people should retain the rights of all 
persons, incarceration is a very last resort and 
should focus on rehabilitation and release.

• Reclaim and frame the narrative of mass 
incarceration, to center the inherent humanity and 
dignity of incarcerated people.
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Aging in Prisons
• In 1981, there were fewer 

than 9,000 incarcerated 
people nationwide age 
55 or older. By 2022, it 
was close to 200,000.

• By 2030, it will be almost 
400,000 – or more than 
one-third of the entire 
prison population 
nationwide. 

• This will be a 4,400% 
increase over 50 years. 

• More people aging in 
prisons = more people 
dying in prisons.
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Disabilities and 
Mass 
Incarceration

• 15% of incarcerated people report at least one physical disability: ambulatory 
(12%), vision (12%), hearing (10%). Cognitive disabilities affect almost a quarter 
of incarcerated people (23%), See 
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/drpspi16st.pdf. 

• 40-50% of people in prisons and jails have a mental illness or disorder
• 1 in 4 people in jails report experiencing serious psychological distress; the top 

cause of death in local jails is suicide
• 66-75% of people in state / federal prisons report not receiving mental health 

care while incarcerated
• Incarceration (especially in solitary confinement) exacerbates mental health 

conditions 
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Unconstitutional Prison 
Medical Care



Unconstitutional Prison Mental Health Care



Treatment of People in Suicide Watch



Isolation Conditions: Lack of Mental Health Care



Prison Solitary Conditions: Harsh and Unhygienic



Prison Isolation Conditions: Outdoor “Recreation”



COVID-19 in Prisons



Social Distancing Is Impossible









Deaths in Jails and 
Detention Centers









Hidden Deaths in Detention





“U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement, 
mandated by federal law to 
publicize and investigate 
the death of every detainee 
in its care, has been using a 
loophole to avoid full 
accountability. 

The Investigative Reporting 
Workshop found that ICE 
underreported fatalities by 
releasing sick inmates to 
hospitals, where some died 
shortly afterward.”

https://archive.investigativereport
ingworkshop.org/investigation/dyi
ng-in-silence/ 

https://archive.investigativereportingworkshop.org/investigation/dying-in-silence/
https://archive.investigativereportingworkshop.org/investigation/dying-in-silence/
https://archive.investigativereportingworkshop.org/investigation/dying-in-silence/


DOJ Refuses to Release Death in Custody Data



“Prisoners are persons whom most of us would 
rather not think about. Banished from everyday 
sight, they exist in a shadow world that only dimly 
enters our awareness…. When prisoners emerge 
from the shadows to press a constitutional claim, 
they invoke no alien set of principles drawn from a 
distant culture. Rather they speak the language of 
the charter upon which all of us rely to hold official 
power accountable. They ask us to acknowledge 
that power exercised in the shadows must be 
restrained at least as diligently as power that acts in 
the sunlight.” 
O’Lone v. Shabazz, 482 U.S. 342, 354 (1987) (Brennan, J., dissenting).

“A visit to most prisons will make you a zealot for 
prison reform.”
Pell v. Procunier, 417 U.S. 817, 830 n.7 (1974) (quoting Burger, C.J.)

“While there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”
Eugene V. Debs, Statement to the Court, Sept. 18, 1918
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