DETENTION BLUES

O

BY DAN FROSCH

N APRIL 7, POLITICIANS AND LAW
enforcement oﬃcials gathered in
Tacoma, Washington, to celebrate
the opening of the Department of
Homeland Security’s newest gem,
a $5 million facility called the
Northwest Detention Center.
The building, designed to hold up to 700 undocumented immigrants awaiting deportation, was nearly
two years in the works, and supporters hoped it would
provide a much-needed economic boon to the region.
Later that week, the Justice Department’s Civil Rights
Division sent a report to Maryland Governor Robert
Ehrlich, documenting the results of an investigation
into two of the state’s juvenile halls. In stomach-churning detail, investigators described how employees brutally beat youths at the facilities, and how basic living
conditions didn’t meet even the lowest constitutional
standards. In a subsequent statement, Assistant Attorney General R. Alexander Acosta said, “No juvenile
should be exposed to such conditions.”
One of the juvie halls named in the report, the Charles
H. Hickey, Jr. School, was operated by Correctional Services Corporation (CSC), the Sarasota, Florida-based
company contracted by Homeland Security to run its
Tacoma detention center and another in Texas, slated
to open next year.
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The fact that Homeland Security—speciﬁcally its
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) branch
that oversees detention centers—would hire a company
whose facility was the subject of a recent and damning
federal investigation is as perplexing as it is disturbing.
More disconcerting is that the government would employ CSC after nearly a decade of similar scandals.
Founded in 989 by Morris Esmor and James Slattery, who ran an infamously decrepit welfare hotel
in New York, CSC initially was involved in operating
halfway houses for the state. Then known as Esmor, the
company rose to prominence when detainees at a federal detention center for undocumented immigrants
in Elizabeth, New Jersey, rioted over deplorable living
conditions and abuse by guards. Shortly after, the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS), ICE’s predecessor, closed the detention center and terminated its
contract with Esmor—which then changed its name to
CSC and moved its headquarters to Florida.
Three years later, a Florida state jail monitor discovered that CSC was purposefully keeping juveniles
at the Pahokee Youth Development Center past their
release dates so it could make more money. Inspection reports ripped conditions at Pahokee and the way
employees treated its charges, some of whom alleged
physical abuse. In 999, the state seized Pahokee from
CSC before its contract was up.
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“CSC has had lots of problems here in
Florida,” says Ken Kopczynski, executive
director of the Florida-based Private Corrections Institute, a national organization
monitoring private corrections companies.
INS nonetheless awarded CSC a contract
to run its Seattle detention center. But back
in New York, the company still couldn’t steer
clear of the headlines. In 2000, the head of
CSC’s New York oﬃces was arrested in the
Dominican Republic on charges of producing child pornograp
y. Impropriety regarding CSC’s cozy relationships with local politicians also surfaced. In 2003, the New York State Lobbying Commission ﬁned CSC $300,000 for
failing to disclose gifts to elected state ofﬁcials—the stiﬀest penalty meted out by the
agency. CSC executives were subpoenaed in
a criminal probe into the company’s political activities.
CSC’s most recent abuses in Maryland
hardly present a new phenomenon in that
region, either. In 200, the Maryland Department of Juvenile Justice chose not to renew
CSC’s contract to run another youth facility,
the Victor Cullen Academy, after a series of
audits revealed the familiar pattern of inadequate living conditions and abusive treatment by employees, including allegations of
a “ﬁght club” where youths were encouraged
to battle each other like gladiators. CSC was
forced to pay $600,000 to the state for violating the terms of its contract at Cullen.
“It’s safe to say we’ve been unhappy with
CSC’s performance,” says LaWanda Edwards, spokeswoman for the Maryland Department of Juvenile Justice.
“I can’t imagine CSC being an appropriate provider of correctional services for
any human being in the U.S., based on what
they’ve done here,” adds Heather Ford, director of the Maryland Juvenile Justice Coalition, which monitors the state’s juvenile
facilities and has interviewed youths and
their parents from both Cullen and Hickey.
Indeed, given the haunting consistency of CSC’s problems, one wonders how
Homeland Security came to decide that this
particular company should run two of its
detention centers.
Part of the answer lies in the history of immigration detention centers themselves, says
Mark Dow, author of the new book American Gulag: Inside U.S. Immigration Prisons.
Before the Department of Homeland
Security was created in 2002, Immigration
and Naturalization Services (INS) handled
detentions under the purview of the Justice Department. Dow’s book documents
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cases of abuse and unjust imprisonment
in INS detention centers dating back to
the ’80s and the inﬂux of immigrants from
countries like Haiti, Guatemala and El Salvador. Such an environment thrived, he
says, because detainees were trapped in a
legal netherworld and few outside the detention center walls noticed.
The potential for abuse worsened as
the number of undocumented immigrant
detainees exploded from 5,532 in 994 to
20,000 in 200. Faced with mounting costs,
INS began contracting with private companies, states and counties. But the resulting
patchwork of federal, private and local responsibility created even less accountability, says Dow, and in eﬀect helped further
shield INS from public scrutiny.
Following 9/, the Justice Department
added to the secrecy shrouding detainees
by invoking a series of draconian measures

ICE responded by updating its oversight of
contractors to ensure humane treatment of
detainees, says Tim Perry, ICE’s branch chief
of detention acquisition and support.
The GAO didn’t speciﬁcally examine the
relationship between Homeland Security
and CSC but emphasized that the problems
with open competition and oversight are still
there, says Michele Mackin, assistant director of acquisition and sourcing management
for GAO and a co-author of the report.
“Our concerns are not 00 percent gone,”
she says. “Clearly, we recognize there are
problems.”
Despite that, a company’s history is “one
of the most important factors” of the contracting process, says Soraya Correa, director of procurement for ICE. CSC’s Seattle
facility has experienced relatively few problems, but given the overwhelming scope of
its troubles elsewhere, it appears that ICE

Given the haunting consistency of CSC’s
problems, how did Homeland Security decide
this company should run its detention facilities?
designed to expand INS’s power. They include closing immigration hearings to
the public and holding detainees without
charge for 48 hours, or in emergency cases, indeﬁnitely. INS oﬃcials denied mass
roundups, but it was clear people were being detained with increased regularity. Although speciﬁcs are diﬃcult to come by,
Dow says between ,200 and 5,000 people
have been detained as a result of the Justice
Department’s new policies.
The Department of Homeland Security
absorbed INS and repackaged the agency’s
detention center responsibilities into ICE,
which made little diﬀerence in how things
were run, says Dow.
“There is a long and entrenched agency
culture of racism and brutality that carried
over from INS to ICE,” he says. “And on top
of that, you have always had the accountability and incompetence problem.”
Indeed, in 2003, the General Accounting
Oﬃce (GAO) produced a report on Homeland Security ﬁnding inherent problems with
the contracting procedures of INS, which
had not yet morphed into ICE. The report
concluded that INS wasn’t conducting fair
and open contracting, and perhaps more
important, that it wasn’t adequately monitoring its contractors once they were hired.

didn’t do its homework.
“In some cases when you go out and
call references, what’s being explained to
you isn’t quite what’s been documented in
the newspapers,” Correa says. “We have to
make a best value judgment based on the
information made available to us.”
Dow disagrees. “Generally speaking, people at the highest levels know about the history of mistreatment and lack of accountability [in terms of whom they’re hiring],”
says Dow. “As one INS oﬃcial told me, immigration headquarters uses private companies as a buﬀer.”
CSC oﬃcial Russell Rau, however, maintains his company’s integrity. “We’ve been
running the INS facility in Seattle for over a
decade without incident. Now we’ve built this
new facility at our expense for the needs of
the detainees. We’re proud of our record.”
Meanwhile, CSC, which employs a former INS oﬃcial as a senior vice president,
stands to earn up to $22 million a year in
federal dollars in Tacoma and close to the
same in Texas.
With its well-documented and tragic history, the real cost could be much greater. ■
DAN FROSCH is an award-winning journalist
based in New York.
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The Wal-Mart Eﬀect

The hows and whys of beating the Bentonville behemoth

W

BY DAVID MOBERG

ALTER “THE GENERAL” BROOKS STOOD AMID
the vacant buildings of a former Reyerson
Steel plant on Chicago’s South Side, the projected site of a shopping center anchored by a
Wal-Mart discount store. “We need
jobs,” exclaimed Brooks, owner of
a nearby fried chicken restaurant. “There are no industrial jobs around. They’re all overseas.”
But Wal-Mart may not be the answer to his prayers.
In late May the Chicago City Council narrowly
turned down plans for a Wal-Mart at this site, while approving a Wal-Mart in another largely black neighborhood on the city’s West Side at another closed factory
site. Wal-Mart and its supporters, including local aldermen and some clergy and community leaders, said that
its two stores would bring nearly 500 jobs to neighborhoods with high unemployment, sparking muchneeded economic development. But labor unions and
other community groups argued that Wal-Mart oﬀers
poorly paid jobs with limited beneﬁts, destroys other
local businesses and costs the public treasury dearly.
“The lowest price is great,” said Alderman Joe Moore,
a leading council opponent of Wal-Mart. “But you need
standards in place that beneﬁt everyone.” Rather than
simply oppose the new stores, the labor-community
coalition demanded that Wal-Mart sign a “community
beneﬁts agreement” promising good corporate behavior, including local hiring, living wages, comprehensive health beneﬁts, neutrality toward union organizing, nondiscrimination in employment and avoidance
of predatory pricing. But everyone knew Wal-Mart
would never agree.

son Lichtenstein, much as the Pennsylvania Railroad, General Motors or Microsoft were before it. The company’s impact reaches far
beyond local communities, where more than 220 “site ﬁghts” have
successfully blocked Wal-Mart—as local residents did recently in

A model on the march
As the world’s largest corporation and the nation’s
leading retailer rapidly expands into core urban areas
from its original base in small Southern and Midwestern towns,
Wal-Mart stores (especially its huge Supercenters with grocery
departments) face many objections. Their size destroys community character (the National Trust for Historic Preservation recently said superstores threatened the entire state of Vermont);
they create traﬃc problems and urban sprawl, and they leave
behind ugly, unused hulks as business strategies shift (37 WalMarts currently stand empty).
But the central ﬁght is over the corporation’s economic eﬀects on
workers and communities.
The colossus from Bentonville, Arkansas, is becoming the template for contemporary American capitalism, says historian Nel22

Inglewood and Santa Rosa in southern California—but not slowed
the company’s growth to 3,500 stores and .2 million employees in
the United States alone. Wal-Mart’s low-road labor strategy drives
countless other companies to cut wages and beneﬁts of both retail
and manufacturing workers and to buy more products from lowestwage producers overseas, leading to what critics call the “Walmartization” of America.

Low prices cost workers
To local politicians, opening a “big box” store like Wal-Mart seems
a clear beneﬁt—new jobs, more sales taxes, happy shoppers buying
bargains. But it mainly reallocates where existing income is spent.

J U LY 5 , 2 0 0 4

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

IN THESE TIMES

