Secret Expansion: ICE’s deception about metastasizing
detention system continues
In March, as Congress passed its spending bill for fiscal year 2018, it placed new public reporting
obligations on Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) regarding its detention system, i summarized
in a letter from civil society to DHS Secretary Nielsen and ICE Acting Director Homan. ii
After blowing through reporting deadlines in May, June, and July, iii ICE recently complied—at least
nominally—with the requirement that they publicly post a full list of all detention facilities in use,
including the average daily population of the facility. iv Unfortunately, the spreadsheet they provided is
woefully inaccurate and even deceptive, missing several very large, newly-opened and highly
controversial facilities. Detailed below, these include five Bureau of Prison facilities which signed
interagency agreements with ICE, and at least five additional detention facilities.
•

•

•
•
•

La Palma Correctional Center, AZ, contract effective July 24, operated by CoreCivic, expected to
hold up to 1,000 people in ICE custody v
o It is particularly concerning that ICE omitted this facility as it was opened via a
contracting process that the DHS Inspector General recently investigated and warned
against. vi CoreCivic reports that ICE amended an existing contract with the city of Eloy,
AZ to include the new facility, vii rather than starting a separate contract process that
met federal procurement guidelines. This is all the more alarming because Eloy, through
which La Palma opened, is a particularly notorious facility, and one of the deadliest
detention facilities in the country. viii
El Valle Detention Facility, TX, contract effective July 18, operated by Management and Training
Corporation (MTC), expected to hold about 1,000 people in ICE custody. ix
o El Valle Detention Facility was previously called the Willacy County Correctional Center.
ICE signed a contract with MTC in 2006, but then pulled out in 2011 because of poor
conditions including widespread sexual abuse. x From 2011 until early 2015, the Bureau
of Prisons used the facility for immigrants in its custody. Then, in February of 2015, a riot
precipitated by uninhabitable conditions destroyed much of the facility, which was
made up of 10 Kevlar tent-like domes. xi Shortly thereafter, BOP also pulled out of the
facility citing poor management and abusive conditions. The decision to give MTC a third
chance at the troubled facility is highly controversial. Even Michael Watkins, a former
ICE deputy field-office director, said that “there are lines I don't think we should cross”
and that if Willacy reopens, “that’s a line that we’re crossing.” xii
Tallahatchie County Correctional Facility, MS, contract effective June 14, ICE capacity unknown
but riding on a 1,350 bed US Marshals contract. xiii
Caroline Detention Facility, VA, contract effective July 1, 2018, expected to hold 336 people in
ICE custody. xiv
Knox County Detention Facility, TN, contract effective July 19, 2018, ICE capacity unknown but
riding on a 50 bed US Marshals contract. xv

•

Bureau of Prisons (BOP) facilities
o The decision to hold over 1,600 people in BOP facilities represents an entirely new form
of detention expansion. xvi These transfers effectively increased ICE’s detention capacity
by close to 4% overnight without any oversight or prior notice. In doing this, ICE
circumvented the existing channels for detention expansion, instead making use of
another agency’s resources to carry out its work. The transfers have also been
disastrous for detained immigrants as the BOP facilities have failed to provide access to
legal representation, pastoral care, and communication with loved ones. xvii The transfers
have also further exacerbated understaffing with BOP so severe that the agency has
turned to augmentation, a controversial practice of tapping civilian employees
(teachers, nurses, cooks, etc) to fill vacant guard posts. xviii
o Specific facilities:
 La Tuna Federal Correctional Institution, TZ, contract effective June 11, 2018,
expected to hold 220 people in ICE custody xix
 Federal Correctional Institution Phoenix, AZ, contract effective June 6, 2018,
expected to hold 102 people in ICE custody xx
 Federal Detention Center SeaTac, WA, contract effective June 6, 2018, expected
to hold 220 people in ICE custody xxi
 Federal Correctional Institution Sheridan, OR, WA, contract effective June 6,
2018, expected to hold 130 people in ICE custody xxii
 Federal Correctional Complex Victorville, CA, contract effective June 11, 2018,
expected to hold 1,000 people in ICE custody xxiii

ICE’s refusal to meet even the most basic of public reporting requirements, even when required by
Congress, is alarming. The specific omission of highly controversial sites of expansion is even more
egregious. Never has there been a greater need for transparency in the immigration detention system.
ICE’s patchwork system of more than 200 jails has long been riddled with abuses, oversight failures, xxiv
fatal medical neglect xxv and endemic sexual violence. xxvi DHS’s own internal watchdog agency recently
released a report finding the treatment and care at ICE facilities so lacking as to “undermine the
protection of detainees’ rights, their humane treatment, and the provision of a safe and healthy
environment.” xxvii
As the detention system grows—from 34,000 people per day two years ago to over 45,000 per day as of
late August—more and more people are trapped inside a system that is likely further deteriorating in
the face of rapid growth.
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