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More of the Same: Private Prison Corporations and Immigration Detention 
Under the Biden Administration 

October 5, 2021 

By Eunice Cho, Senior Staff Attorney, ACLU National Prison Project 

Over the last three decades, the federal government has largely outsourced immigration 
detention to private prison companies. Today, private prison corporations like the GEO 
Group, CoreCivic, LaSalle Corrections, and the Management and Training Corporation 
(MTC) own or operate facilities that hold the overwhelming majority of detained people for 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).   

During the Trump administration, ICE expanded the immigration detention system by over 
50 percent, signing contracts to open over 40 new detention facilities. This expansion 
overwhelmingly benefitted private prison companies, which housed 91 percent of all people 
held in detention centers that opened during those years.1 In a review of these new 
contracts, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) found that ICE failed to adhere to 
its own process for signing these agreements, concluding that ICE did not have 
documentation to justify the need for the space.2 The GAO also found that ICE disregarded 
the input of staff who advised against the use of several new facilities because of safety 
issues, understaffing, and poor conditions. In some instances, the Department of Justice 
(DOJ) had cancelled its contracts to house prisoners at the same facilities due to abuse and 
poor conditions.3  

Today, the Biden administration has the opportunity to reverse these trends. But closer 
examination shows that little has changed. In January 2021, President Biden issued an 
executive order directing the Department of Justice to phase out its contracts with private 
prison companies.4 The executive order instructed DOJ not to renew contracts with 
privately operated criminal detention facilities, including for Bureau of Prison (BOP) and 
U.S. Marshals Service (USMS) sites. But the executive order did not apply to ICE detention 
facilities, and today, the Biden administration is filling private prison beds emptied out by 
its own executive order with immigrant detainees.  

                                                           
1 ACLU, National Immigrant Justice Center, Human Rights Watch, Justice Free Zones: U.S. 
Immigration Detention Under the Trump Administration 14 (2020), 
https://www.aclu.org/report/justice-free-zones-us-immigration-detention-under-trump-administration 
[hereinafter Justice Free Zones].  
2 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Immigration Detention: Actions Needed to Improve 
Planning, Documentation, and Oversight of Detention Facility Contracts 2 (2020), 
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-21-149.pdf [hereinafter GAO, Immigration Detention].  
3 Id. at 21-22.  
4 Exec. Order on Reforming Our Incarceration System to Eliminate the Use of Privately Operated 
Criminal Detention Facilities (Jan. 26, 2021), https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-
room/presidential-actions/2021/01/26/executive-order-reforming-our-incarceration-system-to-
eliminate-the-use-of-privately-operated-criminal-detention-facilities/.  
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Four Out of Five People in ICE Detention Remain in Privately-Run Facilities 

Under the Trump administration, 81 percent of people detained each day in January 2020 
were held in facilities owned or operated by private prison corporations. 

This number remains virtually unchanged under the Biden administration. As of 
September 2021, 79 percent of people detained each day in ICE custody are 
detained in private detention facilities.  

 
Private Prison Corporations Continue to Profit from ICE Detention Contracts 
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In the past several years, contracts for ICE detention made up approximately 25 percent of 
total revenue for both CoreCivic and the GEO Group. These corporations earned 
approximately the same amount of revenue from ICE detention contracts as they earned 
from Department of Justice (Bureau of Prisons and U.S. Marshals Service) contracts 
combined.  

Even in spite of significant population reductions in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
revenues from ICE contracts remained relatively constant for these private prison 
companies. In 2019, 29 percent of CoreCivic’s revenue came from ICE detention contracts, 
at a total of $574 million. In 2020, 28 percent of CoreCivic’s revenue came from ICE 
detention contracts, at a total of $533 million.5 Twenty-eight percent of GEO’s revenue 
came from ICE detention contracts in both 2019 and 2020, at a total of $708 million in 2019 
and $662 million in 2020.6  
 

The Biden Administration is Helping Private Prison Companies Fill Jail Cells 
Emptied by its Own Executive Order with Immigrants Detained by ICE 

As criminal justice reforms have reduced the number of incarcerated people held 
nationwide, private prison corporations have found themselves with empty beds to fill. 
Under the Trump administration, private prison corporations found a new source of income: 
detained immigrants. For example, after Louisiana enacted sentencing reform measures in 
2019, the state’s incarceration dropped by almost 9,000 people in less than two years. Faced 
with the prospect of empty cells, private prison companies in Louisiana secured new 
contracts to detain over 6,000 more immigrants under the Trump administration. Private 
prison corporations in Texas also benefited from the boom.7 In many instances, these ICE 
detention contracts guaranteed minimum provisions that the GAO has concluded lacked “a 
strategic approach,” paying private prison corporations millions of dollars a month on 
unused detention beds.8 Today, ICE detains 42 percent of all immigrant detainees in Texas 
and Louisiana alone.9 At least 11 of these facilities have shifted operations entirely to 
detaining immigrants.10 

                                                           
5 CoreCivic, Inc., Annual Report (Form 10-K) 14 (February 2021), 
http://ir.corecivic.com/node/21411/html.  
6 The GEO Group, Inc., Annual Report (Form 10-K) 31 (February 2021), 
https://seekingalpha.com/filings/pdf/14711618.   
7 Justice Free Zones at 18-19.  
8 GAO, Immigration Detention at 24.  
9 Immigration and Customs Enforcement data, with supplemental analysis by ACLU. Based on 
Average Daily Population for FY 2021 as of September 13, 2021. 
10 These facilities include Adams County Detention Center in Mississippi (CoreCivic), Cibola County 
Correctional Center in New Mexico (CoreCivic), El Valle Detention Center in Texas (MTC), Jackson 
Parish Correctional Center in Louisiana (LaSalle Corrections), Kay County Justice Facility in 
Oklahoma (Sheriff); La Palma Correctional Center in Arizona (CoreCivic), Richwood Correctional 
Center in Louisiana (LaSalle), River Correctional Center in Louisiana (LaSalle), South Louisiana 
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Even detention facilities that had lost their contracts with the federal government due to 
poor conditions won new ICE detention contracts—even over the objections of local ICE 
officials. In 2019, the Bureau of Prisons discontinued its use of the Adams County 
Detention Center in Natchez, Mississippi after understaffing, lack of medical care, and poor 
conditions led to deadly riots. Local ICE officers objected to the use of the Adams County 
facility as an immigration detention facility, but were overridden by ICE headquarters.11 
Soon after, CoreCivic announced that it won a new contract to hold ICE detainees, noting 
that “more favorable contract terms . . . mitigated the impact of lower occupancy at this 
facility.”12 

Today, the Biden administration is filling private prison beds emptied out by its own 
executive order with detained immigrants. In January 2021, GEO announced that the 
Bureau of Prisons had declined to renew its contract for the Moshannon Valley Correctional 
Facility in Pennsylvania, which was expected to generate $42 million in annualized 
revenue. GEO then informed its investors that it expected to market the facility “to other 
federal and state agencies.”13 In September 2021, the GEO Group announced that it would 
reopen the facility as an ICE detention facility.14 Another federal contract with the 
Leavenworth Detention Center in Kansas, run by CoreCivic, is set to expire in December, 
and may also be in line to become another ICE detention facility.15 CoreCivic is actively 
attempting to replace its U.S. Marshals Service contract with an ICE detention contract at 
the West Tennessee Detention Facility in Mason, Tennessee.16 

                                                           
Detention Center in Louisiana (GEO), Torrance County Detention Facility in New Mexico 
(CoreCivic), and Winn Correctional Center in Louisiana (LaSalle). Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement data, with supplemental analysis by ACLU. 
11 GAO, Immigration Detention at 22.  
12CoreCivic, Inc., Annual Report (Form 10-K) 74 (February 2021), 
http://ir.corecivic.com/node/21411/html.   
13 The GEO Group, Inc., Annual Report (Form 10-K) 5 (February 2021), 
https://seekingalpha.com/filings/pdf/14711618.   
14 Jessica Shirey, Moshannon Valley Correctional Facility to Reopen as ICE Center, Gant News, Sept. 
29, 2021, https://gantnews.com/2021/09/29/moshannon-valley-correctional-facility-to-reopen-as-ice-
center/.  
15 Carrie Johnson, Biden Ended Contracts with Private Prisons. So One May Turn to House 
Immigrants, NPR, Sept. 15, 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/09/13/1036576308/biden-ended-
contracts-with-private-prisons-so-one-may-turn-to-house-immigrants.  
16 Jeff Ireland, County Executive Working on Plan to Keep Mason Prison Open, The Covington 
Leader, Sept. 15, 2021, https://covingtonleader.com/news/county-executive-working-on-plan-to-keep-
mason-prison-open/. GEO has specified that it is seeking new contracts for the D. Ray James 
Correctional Facility in Georgia, Rivers Correctional Facility in North Carolina, Queens Detention 
Facility in New York, and the Great Plains Correctional Facility in Oklahoma; and the Big Spring 
Correctional Facility in Texas. The GEO Group, Inc., Annual Report (Form 10-K) 5 (February 2021), 
https://seekingalpha.com/filings/pdf/14711618.  CoreCivic has identified the Prairie Correctional 
Facility in Minnesota, the Huerfano County Correctional Center in Colorado, the Diamondback 
Correctional Facility in Oklahoma, the Marion Adjustment Center in Kentucky, and the Kit Carson 
Correctional Center in Colorado as idled facilities seeking contract. Other CoreCivic facilities that 
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This must change. The Biden administration must truly reverse course on immigration 
detention. It must begin by dramatically reducing detention rates and investing in proven 
alternatives to detention, instead of wasting billions of dollars to support the coffers of 
private prison companies. Congress should also resist the Biden administration’s requests 
to increase funding for ICE detention. 

                                                           
have lost or will lose DOJ contracts include the Northeast Ohio Correctional Center, 
http://ir.corecivic.com/news-releases/news-release-details/corecivic-expects-contract-united-states-
marshals-service.  
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