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Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic

Last update: June 01, 2020

Newest page updates:

» Since a March 25th executive order, Colorado has released 290 people
early from state prisons. (See prison releases section.)

* In North Dakota, the Cass County Jail population dropped 30% and
the Stutsman County Jail population dropped 50% since mid-March.
(Seejail releases section.)

* Only three states have not suspended medical co-pays for peoplein
state prisons: Nevada, Hawaii, and Delaware. (See medical co-pays
section.)

Can't find what you're looking for on this page?

See our main coronavirus page for other resources.

Prisons and jails are amplifiers of infectious diseases such as the coronavirus,
because socia distancing isimpossible inside and movement in and out of
facilitiesis common. But criminal justice officials have the power to prevent
coronavirus deaths.

On this page, we're tracking which state and local governments are taking
meaningful stepsto protect people behind bars (and the general public). We' ve
also published a detailed guide to what the criminal justice system should be
doing, aswell as several other resources about the coronavirus in prisons and
jails.

Jails releasing people

Jails and prisons house large numbers of people with chronic diseases and
complex medical needs who are more vulnerable to COVID-19.

One of the best ways to protect these people is to reduce overcrowding in
correctional facilities. Many jails are already making these changes:

» On April 6th, California set an statewide emergency bail schedule that
reduced bail to $0 for most misdemeanor and some low-level felony
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offenses. Since then, Californiajail populations have dropped. In Los
Angeles County and Sacramento County, jail populations have decreased
by over 30%. Orange County’sjail population has dropped by almost 45%,
while other counties — including San Diego, San Mateo, and Stanislaus —
have rel eased hundreds of people held pretrial.

* In North Dakota, the Cass County Jail population has declined by over 30%
since mid-March, and the Stutsman County Jail population has dropped by
about 50%.

 Following an April 5th order from the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial
Court, which authorized the release of people held in jails pretrial for
“nonviolent” offenses and those held on technical probation and parole
violations, both the Plymouth County and Norfolk County jails have
reduced their populations by around 20%. The Bristol County jail
population, meanwhile, has decreased 11% since April 5th. (An April 14th
story previously reported that 300 people held in jails across the state had
been released as aresult of the court order.)

* In Colorado Springs, Colorado, the El Paso County Jail population has
dropped by about 30% from February to May. News reports are unclear
about how the county achieved these population cuts.

* In Miami-Dade County jails, in Florida, the jail population has reportedly
dropped from about 4,000 peopl e before the pandemic to about 3,200
people -- about a 20% decrease in the average daily population. This
reduction is the result of efforts by “lawyers and judges.”

 In March, Ohio courts in Cuyahoga County (Cleveland) and Hamilton
County began to issue court orders and conduct special hearings to increase
the number of people released from local jails. Since March 10th, the
Cuyahoga County jail has released about 900 people, reducing its
population by more than 30%.

» The Northwestern Regional Adult Detention Center in Virginia has reduced
thejail population by about 20% from the daily average of the past 5 years.
Most people who were rel eased were placed on probation.

* In Charles County, Maryland, people have been released from jail
following recent bail hearings and people serving short weekend sentences,
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Reducing the cost of phone and video calls

Most federal prisons, state prisons and many local jails have decided to drastically
reduce or completely eliminate friends and family visitation so as to reduce the
risk of COVID-19 exposurein facilities. In normal times, we would point to the
significant evidence that sustained meaningful contact with family and friends
benefits incarcerated people in the long run, including reducing recidivism. But it
IS even more important, in thistime of crisis, for incarcerated people to know that
their loved ones are safe and vice versa. While many facilities have suspended in-
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person visitation, only afew have made an effort to supplement this loss by
waiving fees for phone calls and video communication. Here are two notable
examples:

» The Federal Bureau of Prisons has made phone calls and video calls free.
Access to these communication servicesis likely limited by facility-specific
policies, lockdowns, and availability of video calling equipment.

» Shelby County, Tennessee suspended jail visitations, but to maintain these
vital connections between families, they are waiving fees for all phone calls
and video communication.

» The Cdifornia Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) is
providing free calls on three days each week (although there may be time
limitsimposed by individual facilities).

Other jurisdictions have implemented cost reductions that - while better than
nothing - still severely restrict contact between incarcerated people and their
loved ones:

» The Utah Department of Correctionsis giving peoplein prison 10 free
phone calls per week, with each call limited to 15 minutes. (Calls that go
beyond the 15-minute limit will incur charges.)

* Prisonsin Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Vermont, and Pennsylvania are
offering residents even smaller numbers of free calls per week. The sameis
truefor jailsin Middlesex County, Massachusetts; Harris County, Texas;
and Montgomery County, Ohio.

Help us update this page

If you know of notable reforms that should be listed here, please let us know at
virusresponse@prisonpolicy.org. We won't list everything, but we appreciate
what you can send us.
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