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My name is Mia Soto, and I am the Community Organizer with the Health Justice Program at 

New York Lawyers for the Public Interest (NYLPI). NYLPI is privileged to be part of the City 

Council’s Immigrant Health Initiative, and we thank you for that support. Through City Council 

funding, we are able to provide comprehensive health screenings and legal representation to New 

Yorkers that are undocumented, particularly those who are in health emergencies, and enroll 

them in state-funded healthcare. The Immigrant Health Initiative also supports NYLPI’s work 

seeking to improve access to healthcare in immigration detention facilities. Despite the dire 

health risks posed by the spread of COVID-19, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 

officials continue to arrest and confine people in immigration detention facilities and jails. For 

NYC residents held in detention, NYLPI provides crucial and urgent advocacy to improve health 

care and for their release. 

 

Today, I join countless other advocates to ask the City Council to support our demand for the 

release of individuals from immigration detention facilities across the nation, with urgency for 

the people currently detained at Orange County Correctional Facility (OCCF), located in 

Goshen, New York. I urge the City Council to recommend the NY State legislature pass the New 

York Dignity Not Detention Act (S.7373/A.7099A) to reduce the physical and emotional harm 

caused by detention and interactions with the immigration enforcement system.   

 

 

NYLPI’s Medical-Legal-Community Partnership 

 

Through the funding provided by the Immigrant Health Initiative, we have built and continue to 

expand our volunteer Medical Providers Network (MPN), now with over 240 medical 

professionals, who develop medical advocacy letters, visit individuals in detention facilities, 

conduct in-person consultations or medical interviews, and provide testimony for cases. We 

work with City Council-funded New York Immigrant Family Unity Project attorneys, through 

medical advocacy, to help secure the release of their clients from immigration detention. 

 

A Growing Public Health Crisis in Detention Facilities 



 

This current public health crisis is only exacerbated by the already inhumane and crowded living 

conditions in immigration detention, as well as the inability for individuals to socially distance 

and access appropriate medical care or testing. In addition, the irresponsible and frequent 

transfers of detained people between facilities and jails have heightened this crisis. ICE’s failure 

to respond appropriately to the pandemic and release people from confinement has had tragic 

consequences.1 

 

At ICE facilities nationwide, COVID-19 infections have “surged by 520 percent since the start of 

2022.”2 Detention facilities, including the jails and prisons used to detain people here in New 

York, are often crowded and unsanitary, have poor ventilation, lack adequate access to hygienic 

materials such as soap or hand sanitizers, and fail to adhere to recognized standards for 

prevention, screening, and containment of transmittable diseases. These congregate settings and 

poor conditions increase the possibility for transmission of COVID-19, particularly as the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has stated that transmission in these types of 

conditions can occur at a distance less than 6 feet, which was initially thought of as adequate.3 

 

Facility staff are also at risk of being exposed to the virus and spreading it inside detention 

facilities, as many do not have access to personal protective equipment (PPE) where social 

distancing is not possible or choose to ignore CDC recommended protocols on social distancing.4 

In addition, the frequent transfer of detained people from one location to another and intake of 

new immigrants from the larger community further contributes to the rise of COVID-19 

outbreaks in detention settings. 

 

Detained immigrant New Yorkers have experienced delays in receiving COVID-19 vaccines5 

and are now facing limited access to booster shots.6 They are being confined to environments 

where social distancing is impossible and forced into solitary confinement as a method for 

quarantine.7 Immigrants are also placed at heightened risk of COVID-19 complications as 

medical care is often delayed, inadequate and at times completely absent or overlooked in 

detention facilities.8 

 
1 Isabelle Niu & Emily Rhyne, 4 Takeaways From Our Investigation into ICE’s Mishandling of Covid-19, The New York Times 

(Apr. 25, 2021), https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/25/video/immigration-detention-covid-takeaways.html. 
2 Montaya-Galvez, Camilo. Coronavirus Infections Inside Immigration Detention Centers Surge by 520% in 2022. CBS News. 

(Jan. 14, 2022), https://www.cbsnews.com/news/immigration-detention-covid-cases-surge/. 
3 Parohan M. et al., Risk factors for mortality in patients with Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) infection: a systematic 

review and meta-analysis of observational studies, The Aging Male (June 8, 2020), 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13685538.2020.1774748; Close contact is defined as a) being within 

approximately 6 feet (2 meters) of a COVID-19 case for a prolonged period of time; close contact can occur while caring for, 

living with, visiting, or sharing a health care waiting area or room with a COVID-19 case, or b) having direct contact with 

infectious secretions of a COVID-19 case (e.g., being coughed on). Id. 
4 Maura Turcotte, “Virus Cases Are Surging At Crowded Immigration Detention Centers in the U.S.” The New York Times 

(Sept. 6, 2021) https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/06/us/covid-immigration-detention.html. 
5 Narea, Nicole, Few Immigrants in Detention Have Been Vaccinated. That Needs to Change. VOX (Jul. 14, 2021), 

https://www.vox.com/2021/7/14/22573814/vaccine-detention-immigration-ice-covid. 
6 Sophia Gurulé and Abdullah Shihipar, ICE is Detaining More Immigrants. COVID-19 is putting them in Danger. The Nation 

(Jan. 25, 2022),  https://www.thenation.com/article/society/covid-ice-detention-centers/. 
7 Narea, Nicole, It’s Only a Matter of Time Before Omicron Spreads Through Immigration Detention. Immigrants in ICE 

Custody are Already at Risk. VOX. (Dec. 26, 2021), https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/22848851/ice-immigration-

detention-omicron-vaccine-booster 
8 New York Lawyers for the Public Interest, Still Detained and Denied: The Health Crisis in Immigration Detention Continues 

NYLPI (Apr. 2, 2020), https://nylpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NYLPI-report-Detained-Denied.pdf 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/25/video/immigration-detention-covid-takeaways.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/immigration-detention-covid-cases-surge/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13685538.2020.1774748
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/06/us/covid-immigration-detention.html
https://www.vox.com/2021/7/14/22573814/vaccine-detention-immigration-ice-covid
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/covid-ice-detention-centers/
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/22848851/ice-immigration-detention-omicron-vaccine-booster
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/22848851/ice-immigration-detention-omicron-vaccine-booster
https://nylpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NYLPI-report-Detained-Denied.pdf


 

High Concern for the Safety & Wellbeing of Immigrants Detained by ICE in the Orange 

County Correctional Facility (OCCF) and other Facilities 

 

Over the past year, NYLPI’s MPN has supported 15 cases where individuals were held by ICE at 

Orange County Correctional Facility (OCCF). Based on the MPN’s review of people’s medical 

history and their expertise as medical professionals, we are extremely concerned for the 

wellbeing and care of all immigrants held by ICE, and especially concerned for those detained in 

OCCF. Community and legal advocates have reported that OCCF has failed to provide easy 

access to vaccines or information about vaccines and boosters.9 Additionally, advocates report 

that immigrants in OCCF are only provided with one surgical mask for the duration of their 

detention, and none of them have been given an N-95 mask,10 as recommended by 

the CDC following the spike of infections caused by the Omicron variant.11 

 

OCCF has a history of medical neglect, abuse and discrimination against immigrants detained at 

the facility.12 Advocates, legal service providers and people inside detention have demanded that 

ICE and local officials address the facility’s inadequate medical care and treatment of seriously 

ill people that are confined at the facility, their abusive and discriminatory practices and their 

failure to enforce COVID-19 safety protocols and procedures.13  

 

For example, doctors with NYLPI’s MPN have documented numerous serious concerns that 

OCCF has not addressed, including: language access barriers, where individuals being detained 

are not provided adequate medical translation or interpretation; inadequate intake assessments, 

which can lead to oversights and unaddressed acute and chronic conditions; and other gaps in 

health care provided, such as the failure to manage chronic conditions like hypertension and 

diabetes as well as mental health and dental health conditions. Even basics such as soap, water, 

or hand sanitizers have not been consistently provided. 

 

In some cases, the care provided at OCCF is actively causing harm to those being detained. For 

example, a person with chronic pain had previously been prescribed Amitriptyline to manage the 

condition; at OCCF, they replaced that with Tylenol PM which is not sufficient treatment for 

pain management and may in fact be negatively affecting his liver function. Additionally, 

because the pain is not being treated adequately, he has reported not being able to sleep.  

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, additional issues have complicated and compounded the risk 

that detained individuals are facing every day. Many of the individuals at OCCF meet the criteria 

for being at a high risk for complications from COVID-19. Many are in the age-risk group and/or 

have a variety of preexisting health conditions, such as diabetes, obesity and hypertension. 

 

 
9 Please see footnote 15 
10 Please see footnote 15 
11 CDC, Types of Masks and Respirators. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Updated Jan. 21, 2022), 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/types-of-masks.html#masks. 
12 Katz, Matt. Allegations Surface About Treatment of ICE Detainees in Orange County. The Gothamist (Dec. 2, 2021), 

https://gothamist.com/news/allegations-surface-about-treatment-ice-detainees-orange-county 
13 See footnote 15. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/types-of-masks.html#masks
https://gothamist.com/news/allegations-surface-about-treatment-ice-detainees-orange-county


For example, one person at OCCF had experienced chest pains for months while detained that 

led to numbness in both of his arms. The MPN found no evidence in his medical records that the 

individual was monitored closely or that he received follow-up care to determine the cause of his 

chest pain, and there was no indication that he had received an electrocardiogram (EKG) or was 

referred to a cardiologist even though he also had numerous risk factors for heart disease. These 

are just a small percentage of the alarming cases that NYLPI’s MPN have reviewed. Delay in 

care, improper care, and denial of care can result in permanent health damage and death, 

particularly when combined with COVID-19 – even though many individuals have health issues 

that could be treated quickly and addressed adequately to minimize pain, injury, and even death. 

Detention centers like OCCF can be deadly, and the detention of individuals in such facilities is 

blatantly irresponsible. 

 

An Urgent Call for City Council to Demand Immediate Action Towards Safeguarding 

Innocent and Vulnerable Immigrants in ICE Custody 

 

The ongoing COVID-19 public health crisis brings to the surface what we already know about 

immigration detention facilities: they are overcrowded, have inadequate medical care, and can be 

fatally dangerous to the people who are confined.14 For people with serious health conditions, 

even short periods of detention have a significant likelihood of causing dramatic health 

consequences.  

 

To prevent the needless deaths and suffering of thousands of immigrants in custody, we ask for 

your support in urging ICE to follow the directives of public health experts and release everyone 

from its custody as the best means of protecting our communities during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and to instead consider community-based alternatives to detention. In addition to 

releasing people, deportations and the transfer of individuals between detention facilities should 

be suspended immediately. 

 

We strongly urge  the City Council to support the passage of the Dignity Not Detention Act by 

the State legislature, a bill that would prohibit localities within New York State from entering 

into or renewing existing contracts with the federal government for the purposes of immigration 

detention. The bill also requires localities with existing contracts to execute their termination 

clauses.  

 

 
14 See, e.g., “Immigration Detention and Covid-19,” Brennan Center for Justice (updated Jan. 7, 2022), 

https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/immigration-detention-and-covid-19; Jeremy Redmon & Lautaro 

Grinspan, “COVID-19 infections surging in Georgia immigration detention center,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution (Feb. 4, 

2022), https://www.ajc.com/news/covid-19-infections-surging-in-georgia-immigration-detention-

center/FZ47RWJOHJE43HY6B3LXYSQ5DM. 



The movement to end ICE detention in New York State is a part of a nationwide effort to end the 

mass incarceration of immigrant communities. Similar legislation was successfully passed and 

signed into law in New Jersey,15 California,16 Washington,17 and Illinois.18  

 

Conclusion 

 

Thank you Chairperson Hanif and the Committee for giving us the opportunity to present 

testimony today and we look forward to continuing our work with the City Council towards 

combatting the human rights crisis in immigration detention.  

 

Mia Soto, Health Justice Program  

New York Lawyers for the Public Interest  

151 West 30th Street, 11th floor  

New York, NY 10001  

msoto@nylpi.org  

 

NYLPI has fought for more than 40 years to protect civil rights and achieve lived equality for 

communities in need. Led by community priorities, we pursue health, immigrant, disability, and 

environmental justice. NYLPI combines the power of law, organizing, and the private bar to 

make lasting change where it’s needed most.  

 

NYLPI’s Health Justice Program brings a racial equity and immigrant justice focus to health 

care advocacy, including ongoing work addressing the human rights crisis in immigration 

detention and advocating for healthcare for all New Yorkers. 

 

 

 
15 Hera Mir, S3361/A5207 Becomes Law!, New Jersey Immigrant Justice (Aug. 23, 2021), 

https://www.njimmigrantjustice.org/s3361_a5207_becomes_law. 

16 BondGraham, Darwin, California bans private prisons – including Ice detention centers. The Guardian (Sep. 12, 2019), 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/sep/12/california-private-prison-ban-immigration-ice. 

17 The Associated Press, Washington Gov. Jay Inslee Signs Bill Banning For-Profit Jails, Including Large ICE Detention Center 

in Tacoma, The Oregonian (Apr. 15, 2021), https://www.oregonlive.com/pacific-northwestnews/2021/04/washington-gov-jay-

inslee-signsbill-banning-for-profit-jails-including-large-ice-detention-center-intacoma.html. 

18 Rhee, Nissa, Illinois to end immigrant detention with new bill, Injustice Watch (Aug. 3, 2021), 

https://www.injusticewatch.org/news/2021/illinois-end-immigrant-detention/.  
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