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BY SUE WEISHAR,

It was good news for supporters of criminal justice reform this
past spring when the Louisiana Department of Corrections
announced a significant drop in the state’s prison population as
a result of 2017 sentencing reform bills. At a press conference on
June 13, state officials touted a 20 percent decrease of persons
incarcerated for nonviolent crimes and a 42 percent decrease in
the number of persons sent to prison for drug possession since
the reforms were implemented. The total number of persons
imprisoned in Louisiana at the end of 2018 was 32,397, almost 19
percent lower than its peak in 2012. The governor told reporters
that Louisiana was no longer the “incarceration capital” of the
nation, and that “shedding that title is just the beginning.”!

Little did many anticipate that Louisiana’s historic effort to de-
incarcerate its residents would be the beginning of a massive
expansion in the number of immigrants detained in the state.

In 2016 there were two large immigrant detention centers in

Louisiana, LaSalle Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
Processing Center in Jena and Pine Prairie ICE Processing Center
in Pine Prairie, which together can detain up to 2,254 immigrants.
By the end of this summer, ICE had signed agreements with local
sheriffs and private prison companies to detain immigrants in
nine former correctional facilities located in rural communities in
north and southwest Louisiana, expanding the number of beds
available to detain immigrants in Louisiana to 11,541, second
only to Texas.? In August, 55,220 immigrants were detained by
ICE nationwide—the highest number of detained immigrants
ever.? Since 2018, ICE has opened two large detention centers in
Mississippi as well, in Natchez and Tutwiler.* (See Chart 1).

ICE arrests have skyrocketed under the Trump administration,
especially in the New Orleans ICE District, which saw a 54

percent increase in arrests in FY 2017, followed by another 29
percent increase in FY 2018.%7 Since the early 1990s Louisiana

Chart 1: Information on LA and MS Immigration Detention Centers Percent
Driving Time from Foreign Born in
Name of Facility Location Capacity® Operator New Orleans Parish/County
Bossier Parish Medium Security Facility Plain Dealing, LA 600 Sheriff 5 hr 39 min 4.1
Richwood Correctional Center Richwood, LA 1,129 LaSalle SW Corrections 4 hr 20 min 1.6
Jackson Parish Correctional Center Jonesboro, LA 1,252 LaSalle SW Corrections 4 hr 30 min 1.3
Winn Correctional Center Winnfield, LA 1,576 LaSalle SW Corrections 4 hr 11 min 0.4
River Correctional Center Ferriday, LA 602 LaSalle SW Corrections 3 hr 13 min 0.9
LaSalle ICE Processing Center Jena, LA 1,160 The GEO Group 3 hr 58 min 2.4
Catahoula Correctional Center Harrisonburg, LA 835 LaSalle SW Corrections 3 hr 22 min 1.6
Pine Prarie ICE Processing Center Pine Prairie, LA 1,094 The GEO Group 3 hr 10 min 3.2
Allen Correctional Center Kinder, LA 1,538 Sheriff 3 hr 23 min 3.6
Basile Detention Center Basile, LA 1,000 The GEO Group 3 hr 6 min 1.5
LaSalle Correctional Center Olla, LA 755 LaSalle SW Corrections 4 hr 9 min 2.4
Sub-Total 11,541
Adams County Correctional Center Natchez, MS 2,232 CoreCivic 2 hr 23 min 8.6
Tallahatchie County Correctional Center Tutwiler, MS 1,350 CoreCivic 5hr 1 min 55
Sub-Total 3,582
TOTAL 15,123 TOTAL Avarage
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sheriffs have incarcerated over half of state-sentenced prisoners
in parish-owned-and-operated correctional facilities.® When
they started to lose their state prisoners—and state funding—
to sentencing reforms, offers of ICE funding to detain the
growing number of immigrants arrested by ICE were apparently
too good to turn down. The ICE average daily rate to detain
immigrants in Louisiana, approximately $70, is far greater than
the $25.39 per diem offered by the Louisiana Department of
Corrections!®'® The warden at the East Baton Rouge Parish Jail
recently informed advocates that it was getting difficult to place
“overflow” arrestees since other parish jails were taking so many
immigrant detainees."” A North Louisiana immigrant advocate
told me the “only silver lining” to the arrangement was that
parish prison facilities would have to improve their conditions of
confinement to meet ICE detention standards.

A lawsuit filed by the Southern Poverty Law Center in August
makes clear that the conditions of ICE detention facilities in
Louisiana and elsewhere are far from satisfactory, however. The
suit alleges that, due to ICE's “abject failure to monitor and
enforce detention standards” at the approximately 158 detention
facilities overseen by the agency, detained immigrants are

being denied health care, discriminated against because of their
disabilities, and subjected to solitary confinement.’

According to Homero Lopez, Executive Director of Immigration
Services and Legal Advocacy, a non-profit providing free legal
services to immigrants detained in Louisiana, approximately
75-80 percent of immigrants detained in the state are asylum
seekers who requested asylum at the southern border." During
the Obama Administration asylum seekers were often released
on bond (usually granted by a judge) or parole (granted by ICE
when the asylum seeker’s identity and lack of danger to the
community have been established). Now immigration judges

in Louisiana routinely deny almost every request to bond out of
immigration detention, while the New Orleans ICE District Office
has a near-blanket policy of denying parole.’ If the asylum
seeker remains detained, her chances at obtaining asylum from a
Louisiana-based immigration judge are bleak. Between 2013 and
2018, over 84 percent of asylum cases heard by Louisiana-based
immigration judges were denied." (The national rate of denial in
that same time period was 56 percent.)’®

After fleeing persecution at the hands of government officials or
gangs in their home countries, asylum seekers detained for months
on end in Louisiana immigration detention facilities are becoming
desperate. They have staged hunger strikes in Ferriday, Jena, and
Bossier Parish.'”2° On October 15, an asylum seeker from Cuba,
Roylan Hernandez Diaz, detained since May, committed suicide in
the Richwood Correctional Center in Monroe, Louisiana.?'

Because detention centers in Louisiana and Mississippi are
located in remote rural areas, it is very difficult for detained
asylum seekers to obtain the competent legal counsel so critical
to successfully pursue an asylum case. The average drive time
from Louisiana and Mississippi immigrant detention centers

to New Orleans, the city in the two-state area with the largest
number of immigration attorneys, is three hours and 52 minutes.??
Most detained immigrants speak Spanish or another foreign
language. Only 4.2 percent of Louisiana residents and 2.3 percent
of Mississippi residents are foreign-born. Texas, with 16.9 percent
of its residents foreign-born, has 20 times the number of foreign
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language speakers as Louisiana and Mississippi combined. A
member of my New Orleans church parish from Mexico, recently
released from a Louisiana detention center, told me that detained
immigrants there were routinely asked to interpret for prison
officials, even regarding medical issues.?*

We must demand that Congress de-fund the hyper-detention

of immigrants and support humane and effective community-
based alternatives to detention for asylum seekers, like the one
operated by Catholic Charities of New Orleans from 1998 to
2003.% How else can people of faith and good will in Louisiana
and Mississippi respond to this human rights crisis in our
“backyards”? One way is by volunteering with Detention Lifeline
or Freedom for Immigrants to visit detained immigrants and,

for some, assist with their cases.? If Louisiana and Mississippi
churches could mobilize members living near detention centers
to visit detained immigrants, just their presence could help ensure
that humane conditions of confinement are being observed.

We are living in an era of relentless attacks on immigrants. So,
too, our prayers, accompaniment work, and advocacy for just
and humane immigration policies and laws must be relentless.
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