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Hi Friend,
A lot of important bills that we had been working on all year had to pass in a shorter timeframe
than usual. One of these bills that I am particularly proud of is HB20-1409, a bill that
Representative Adrienne Benavidez and I have been working on since last year to better serve our
immigrant communities.
HB20-1409 brings privately-run, for-profit detention centers that house non-citizens in Colorado in
line with state penal institution standards. These detention centers - like the ICE detention facility
in Aurora run by the Florida company GEO Group - were not held to the same health and safety
standards of other state-run institutions. This has been a problem for years with detained
individuals reporting a lack of medical care, moldy and contaminated food, concerns about
cleanliness and health, and lack of access to legal representation and contact with their families.
These facilities house people detained at the border, those waiting for decisions on claims for
asylum, and noncitizens living in the U.S. who were arrested for crimes or administrative
infractions. Many of the detainees have not been convicted - or even accused - of a crime, but
rather of violating a civil administrative violation. It's clear that our immigration system is
profoundly broken.
We have a lot more to do, but I am hopeful that HB20-1409 will put pressure on detention
facilities like GEO to comply with basic health and safety standards. This could not be more
critical.
All the best,

Why Is It Important?
In 2019, an ACLU investigation uncovered various cases of disturbing and unethical treatment of
detained immigrants at Aurora's GEO facility, including; a heart attack death due to
“incompetence,” a man whose leg was amputated after complaints of bedsores were ignored, a
man whose injuries went untreated after he was attacked by other detainees, a man who was told
by a psychiatrist that “no one cared about him and that he should sign voluntary deportation
papers,” a “botched tooth extraction,” and a man who was denied access to hearing aids. They
found that the center lacked critical medical staff and that one detainee died after not receiving
mandatory health screenings and medication. There have also been reports of retaliation against
detainees who have raised concerns, such as staff withholding food and recreation time. All of this
occurred before COVID-19.
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The current pandemic has only further exacerbated the need for state inspections of all facilities to
ensure proper cleaning protocols, adequate medical care and accessible testing. In April, a federal
judge found that ICE did not do enough to respond to coronavirus and “likely exhibited callous
indifference to the safety and well-being” of people in its custody. This on top of the fact that
detainees are having to wait much longer for a hearing and are often kept in isolation for days at a
time. As of last week, the GEO facility in Aurora has confirmed 16 cases of COVID-19 and is
still considered to have an “active” outbreak.

Testimonials
Even before the pandemic, Abel worried about access to medical care and the often
unsanitary conditions of the medical holding cell. At the beginning of the crisis, GEO was
understaffed and his unit didn’t get access to clean towels for days at a time. He also
didn’t get enough soap or disinfectants. When the facility finally started changing systems
because of COVID, he was forced in his cell 23 hours a day, with so many people it was
impossible to remain 6 feet apart. “My fear of COVID19 and the anxiety that comes with it
are very real. I had a nightmare that I was sick, sweating, and unable to breathe or get the
help I needed. I don’t want to die here at GEO in detention.”
- Abel, detained at GEO for over a year
Miguel Angel suffered a broken hand at the hands of a GEO guard in March 2019 that never
received treatment, and he endured numerous quarantines after several outbreaks of
mumps, measles, and chickenpox. Frustrated with the unlivable conditions, Miguel Angel
became an outspoken advocate from inside of the GEO immigrant detention center for over
a year, organizing a hunger strike and prompting a congressional probe into the detention
conditions at the GEO facility, as well as a federal lawsuit against ICE and GEO Group. Miguel
Angel made the difficult decision that his health could no longer bear the cruel and
unfair treatment of GEO detention, and accepted voluntary departure to Mexico, even
though he hasn’t been there since he was 13 years old.
- Miguel Angel, detained for over two years, self deported
"I worry about my husband getting sick with COVID-19 in detention. As a health care
worker, I know they are not doing everything they need to to keep everyone in there safe.
He has to share a cell with 5 other people for most of the day, so it's impossible for them to
follow social distancing. The past month, he was in his cell for 23 hours a day. There were
some days that he was left in his cell for days at a time.
- Claudia Robles, wife of detained immigrant and Medical Assistant

HB20-1409: What Does It Do?
With the passage of HB20-1409, Colorado will bring facilities housing non-citizens on civil
immigration cases under the same standards as other facilities in the state. The bill requires the
Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment to inspect these facilities and report their
findings to the legislature. It also allows the state to perform unannounced inspections and for
family members to lodge complaints about conditions within the facility. This bill passed with
bipartisan support in both chambers.
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