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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Each year, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), holds hundreds of thousands 
of people in detention facilities while they await their immigration court hearings. In 
2021, ICE opened Moshannon Valley Processing Center (Moshannon) in Pennsylvania. 1 
Run by a private prison company, The GEO Group, Inc., it has over 1,800 beds and is the 
largest immigration detention facility in the Northeast. 2  

This report is the first to comprehensively investigate conditions at Moshannon. We 
conclude that people in immigration detention at Moshannon are being held under 
punitive, inhumane, and dangerous conditions. They have tightly controlled schedules, 
live in a “pod” with 60-70 other people, wear brightly colored jumpsuits, and are 
restricted from accessing the outside world.3 Further, people at Moshannon have 
reported issues ranging from the inability to get medical care to physical and 
psychological abuse by staff. 4 Despite Moshannon’s conversion into an immigration 
detention facility, it operates more like the former federal prison that it once was.5  

Being sent to Moshannon, however, is not supposed to be a punishment. No one is there 
to serve time after being convicted of a crime. Instead, many are asylum-seekers who 
are forced into detention to ensure their appearance in court. Other long time 
permanent residents—including those that are primary breadwinners or parents of U.S. 

 

 Annotated map of the inside and outside of Moshannon noting the 
men’s pods (Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta), the single women’s unit 

(Echo), and the isolation unit known as the “SHU.” 5 
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citizen children—are detained and taken away from their communities based on old 
crimes. Yet the latest evidence shows that 98% of people released from ICE detention 
who have legal representation show up to court. 6 And despite spending over $1 billion 
annually on immigration detention, our communities are measurably no safer.7 Rather, 
immigration detention separates people who are immigrants from their families and 
puts them in unsafe, harsh conditions. 

This report is primarily based on site visits and interviews, conducted by community- 
based organizations and legal groups in the spring of 2023 of people held at Moshannon. 
Further, we reviewed information obtained about Moshannon from public records 
requests, interviewed people who were formerly detained at Moshannon, and 
researched the national state of immigration detention. 8 

There are three major themes that surfaced from our investigation of Moshannon: (1) 
physical and psychological mistreatment, (2) barriers to justice, and (3) problems with 
health and well-being.9 

 

These complaints about Moshannon, however, are not an aberration. Many people are 
shocked to learn that they fit within the well-documented pattern of harms to people in 
immigration detention across the country.  

Spending taxpayer money to increase the number of people in immigration detention 
has not created a fairer, safer, or more efficient immigration system. Instead, it has 
created an immigration detention system that is contrary to ideals of fairness, freedom, 
and opportunity. It is a system too broken for piecemeal reforms and needs to be 
abolished. In its place, a community-based case management system can work with 
people to screen, process, and ensure their attendance at immigration court. For these 
reasons, we call for the closure of Moshannon. 

Of the 77 immigrants interviewed: 
• 58% expressed medical and mental healthcare issues 
• 50% reported instances of general mistreatment by facility staff 
• 31% were subject to racial or derogatory slurs 
• 10% felt threatened by the possibility of being transferred to an out-of-

state facility 
• 6% were the victims of physical force.9 
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INTRODUCTION 
An African immigrant to the United States was transferred to 
Moshannon Valley Processing Center in rural Pennsylvania, hundreds of 
miles away from his family. His wrists were handcuffed and shackled to 
his waist as he was driven hours away from his home on a bus with 
other strangers resigned to the same fate in immigration detention. He 
arrived at the facility hungry and unsure of what would happen next. He 
was eager to call his son who was only two years old when they got 
separated. In the 18 months that he spent in detention, he made a few 
dollars a day here and there through the facility’s voluntary work 
program, but costs to call home were much higher, especially when he 
also had to buy other essentials, like soap, snacks, and ibuprofen. In many 
ways, he was one of the lucky ones. His son’s mother was willing and able 
to put money in his account so he could afford the calls home. He did his 
best to call by phone everyday he could, but he missed seeing his son grow 
up in his many months away. By the time he was released, his son was 
almost four. 

-Story of a person held at Moshannon10 

Each year, thousands of immigrants are held in immigration detention facilities across 
the country. 

This report details the conditions at Moshannon Valley Processing Center (Moshannon) 
in Clearfield County, Pennsylvania. Moshannon is an immigration detention facility run 
under the authority of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), which is part of the 
Department of Homeland Security. The facility is run by a private prison company, The 
GEO Group, Inc., under contract with Clearfield County and ICE.11 Moshannon stands 
out among similar facilities for its massive size, having the capacity of 1,876 beds.12  

Until March 2021, Moshannon was a federal prison.13 Moshannon re-opened as an 
immigration detention facility in the fall of 2021, intended to be a hub for the 
Northeast. 14 While some people looked forward to jobs returning to the area, other 
residents were concerned because they knew very little about the new contract 
between ICE and GEO.15 In fact, neither ICE nor GEO made details of their contract 
public before it was finalized and have since provided very little public information 
about who is held in the facility, how it operates, and what the daily conditions are like.16 
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Because of this lack of transparency since its 
opening, organizations that work with 
immigrant communities, including those who 
have members with loved ones detained at 
Moshannon, have been trying to get a better 
understanding of the facility. In 2023, legal 
nonprofits, community-based organizations, 
and legal clinics toured the facility and 
conducted interviews with 77 people at 
Moshannon. These organizations have also 
filed public records requests to obtain 
further information about how Moshannon 
operates. 17 

People detained in Moshannon reported that the conditions are punitive, inhumane, and 
dangerous. They explained how they suffered from various forms of mistreatment, 
including lack of adequate access to healthcare, physical and psychological abuse, and 
retaliation for advocating for themselves within the facility. This report draws on 
various sources for its analysis: interviews, public records requests, complaints to the 
federal government, inspection reports, news articles, and research conducted by 
academics and non-profit advocacy organizations. 

This report is divided into four parts. Part I provides a brief background about what 
immigration detention is. Thereafter, Part II explains how the U.S. immigration 
detention system is a relatively new phenomenon that grew to be the largest of its kind 
in the world. Part III provides background information on Moshannon Valley Processing 
Center, and Part IV details the lived experiences of people in detention at Moshannon. 
It does so primarily by retelling the stories of people held at Moshannon. While the 
instances retold below are alarming, they are neither exceptional nor accidental. 
Indeed, they exemplify the common experiences of hundreds of thousands of other 
people in immigration detention across the U.S. that are otherwise incompatible with 
our country’s values of fairness, freedom, and dignity for all people.  

We conclude by arguing that immigration detention is unnecessary for a fair and 
efficient immigration system. We explain how non-detention alternatives can 
accomplish the same goals at a fraction of the cost. This report ultimately calls for 
Moshannon’s closure and the abolition of immigration detention more generally.  

Aerial view of Moshannon17 
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METHODOLOGY 
This report is the product of multiple resources provided generously by various groups.  

It primarily draws from over 70 in-person and phone interviews of people held at 
Moshannon in the spring and summer of 2023. Coordinated by the ACLU of 
Pennsylvania (ACLU-PA), a group of community-based organizations, law school 
clinics, and legal nonprofits interviewed people at Moshannon using an intake form 
(Appendix). Interviewers compiled their notes from those interviews. These notes 
served as the primary source for understanding life inside Moshannon as we sought to 
uplift the stories of people held there. For purposes of this report, the identity of 
interviewers and all persons interviewed have been anonymized. 

Further, the report draws from public record requests made by the ACLU-PA in 2023, 
as well as notes and materials gathered from the community and legal group visits to 
Moshannon in 2023.18 We also relied on public letters and complaints sent to 
Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS),19 and we conducted in-depth interviews with people who were 
previously detained at Moshannon. Finally, we referred to academic articles, 
newspaper articles, and various publications by advocacy organizations about 
immigration detention.  
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I. WHAT IS IMMIGRATION DETENTION? 
Immigration detention is the detention of people who are 
immigrants while they await their immigration court 
proceedings, which will decide whether they will be 
deported from the U.S. In FY 2020, ICE detained an 
average daily population of around 35,000 people at the 
cost of $1.3 billion annually. 20 DHS estimates that $1.8 
billion dollars are needed for 34,000 beds in FY 2025.21 

Immigration detention includes a mix of former correctional facilities and active jails, 
and detention centers where only people in ICE detention are held.22 These secure 
facilities are surrounded by barbed wire and deprive people in immigration detention 
of autonomy over their movement within the facility.23 People in immigration detention 
wear prison uniforms, lack privacy, and have restrictions on how and when they can 
see and talk with loved ones. They also may face a plethora of unsafe conditions, ranging 
from safety issues to access to medical care. Immigration detention facilities also 
punish people by placing them in solitary confinement. 24  

These conditions are often worse in private immigration detention facilities. A study of 
immigration detention grievances found that privately run facilities have significantly 
more grievances. 25 This is particularly concerning given that studies also show that 
privately run prisons, by the same companies that operate immigration detention, have 
a worse track record for safety and security.26  

The length of time people stay in detention exacerbates the punitive feeling of detention. 
Immigration detention is supposed to be a short-term solution until people have their 
court proceedings, yet many people remain in detention for months awaiting hearings 
or deportation. 27 The median length of time spent in immigration detention is 
approximately 52 days, and this length continues to increase.28  

Immigration detention, however, is not supposed to be punitive.29 Rather, ICE detains 
people who are immigrants based on violations of civil immigration laws. The U.S. 
Constitution does not allow those in civil detention to be subject to punishment or 

34,000  
beds 

           

  

$1.8 billion 
annually            
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conditions that amount to punishment. 30 Yet for hundreds of thousands of people who 
end up in immigration detention facilities each year, it is hard to imagine that being 
deprived of their liberty, excluded from communities, and separated from loved ones, 
is not some kind of punishment. 

Who are the people that end up in immigration detention? Some entered the U.S. 
seeking asylum because they are fleeing violence, persecution, or torture. Others came 
to the U.S. seeking a better life for themselves and their families and built a home here 
only to find themselves in ICE custody. Long-time permanent residents with “green 
cards” can end up in immigration detention based on old crimes for which they have 
already served their time.31 Many of the people in detention are already established 
members of their communities, with spouses and children who are U.S. citizens, or 
otherwise have familial ties in the U.S.32 

Immigration detention is supposed to ensure a person’s appearance in court, but this 
justification is based on a flawed assumption. 33 Research shows that the vast majority 
of people subject to deportation proceedings show up to immigration court. In fact, 83% 
of all non-detained people in deportation proceedings between 2008 and 2018 attended 
their court hearings.34 It is actually the interest in applying for relief from deportation, 
not the threat of detention, that encourages an individual to appear in court. 

Rather than detain people in inhumane conditions, 
the U.S. should expand the right to court-appointed 
counsel to people facing deportation to improve 
attendance rates. For example, nearly 100% of 
families who were not detained but who had legal 
representation showed up to court from 2001 to 
2016.35 Instead of keeping people in immigration 
detention making it more difficult to obtain legal counsel,36 the U.S. immigration system 
should provide more due process protections for people facing deportation to ensure 
their appearance in court.37 

ICE is also wrong to categorically assume that people subject to deportation 
proceedings are a public safety risk. Most people who are in immigration detention have 
no criminal record whatsoever. In April 2024, for example, a minority of people in 
immigration detention had past criminal convictions (28%).38 Even so, a person’s past 
conviction is not indicative of that person’s propensity for violence, since this ICE 
category includes people with any type of criminal violation, including low-level traffic 

Studies repeatedly show that 
non-detained people appear at 
high rates for immigration 
court, particularly when they 
have community support and 
legal counsel.37 
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offenses. 39  Of people who are in immigration detention nationally in FY 2024, 84% are 
classified in the lowest risk categories based on prior convictions, disciplinary record, 
and other factors. 40  

There is also a law that requires ICE to mandatorily detain people with certain criminal 
convictions without the possibility of release on immigration bond.41 That means that 
ICE and immigration judges are not required to consider other mitigating factors—such 
as the person’s family and community ties to the United States—when issuing bond. In 
other words, this overexpansive category of mandatory detention encompasses long-
term residents in the U.S., whose deportation is triggered by old crimes, regardless of 
how long ago they occurred.42 Moreover, studies too have shown that past criminal 
history, particularly history that is several years old, is not a reliable basis for assessing 
public safety risk.43 

The immigration system need not operate this way. There 
are community-based case management programs that 
serve as alternatives to detention by vetting, processing, 
and supporting people in immigration court 
proceedings. 44 Such programs, for example, can provide 
holistic case management focused on case resolution 
while ensuring that people attend their check-ins with 
ICE, appear for court, and have access to needed 
services.45 With great success, the federal 
government has previously contracted with community-based organizations to run 
such pilot programs.46 With detention costs averaging $157.20 per person per day, 
existing alternatives to detention cost a fraction of this daily rate.47  

With the availability of such alternatives, 48 immigration detention, which deprives 
people of liberty, separates them from their families, and excludes them from 
communities, becomes an unnecessary and unjustifiable part of our immigration 
system. 

Daily Rate = 
$157.20 per person 
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II. THE RAPID GROWTH OF IMMIGRATION 
DETENTION 

Immigration detention has not always been this way. In 1980, less than 2,000 people 
were held in immigration detention. 49 Now an average of 30,000 people are detained on 
any given day, though this number fluctuates.50 As of April 5, 2024, for example, 36,603 
people were detained in immigration facilities.51  

Why then are these detention numbers so large? For starters, tough-on-crime laws in 
the 1980s and 1990s made certain people who are immigrants automatically ineligible 
for release from detention. 52 These laws require ICE to mandatorily detain an 
overexpansive category of people, which includes those who have committed 
misdemeanors, non-violent crimes, or have criminal records from many years ago. 53 
People who fall under this category are ineligible for a bond hearing and must remain in 
detention. 54 

Further, while ICE otherwise has the discretion to allow most people to fight their cases 
outside of detention, it often chooses to detain them. 55 Once they are detained, ICE has 
the discretion to release them but usually does not, which means people who are bond 
eligible may only be released by asking a court for an immigration bond. Those who are 
eligible for a bond hearing must prove that they are neither a flight risk nor danger to the 
community to be granted bond. 56 The odds of a grant of bond, however, can be as low 
as three percent.57 Immigration law too requires people in detention to pay the bond in 
full, unlike criminal bail bonds which require only a percentage of the total amount. 58 
Immigration bonds are typically around $7,000,59 with the most common bond amounts 
being $5,000 or $10,000.60 Despite these high costs, immigration judges are not required 
to consider a person’s ability to pay when setting a bond amount. 61 62 

Private prison companies have also fueled 
the growth of immigration detention. As of 
July 2023, 90.8% of persons who are 
immigrants under ICE custody are held in 
facilities owned or operated by private 

“They wanna make money out of 
you, every time you get in custody, 
it’s money for them.” 
                -Person held at Moshannon62 
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prison companies. 63 These companies—The GEO Group and CoreCivic—make an 
enormous amount of revenue from their contracts with ICE. In 2022, for example, GEO 
Group made $1.05 billion in revenue from ICE contracts, 64 a 40% increase from 2021.65 
That same year, CoreCivic made $552.2 million in revenue from immigrant detention 
contracts. 66  

Private prison companies have lobbied politicians to expand immigration detention. 67 
Since 2010, GEO Group has spent over $12 million dollars on political funding, such as 
lobbying expenditures, campaign donations to elected officials, and ballot measures.68 
Their profits have been further secured by national bed quotas and fixed-rate contracts 
between private prison companies and ICE. 69  

Bed quotas or bed mandates refer to the Congressional policy that formally existed from 
2009 to 2017 that required that at least 34,000 people be held in immigration detention 
centers at any given time. 70 While this policy is no longer in place, congressional budget 
proposals continue to presume that 34,000 or more beds should be reserved for 
immigration detention.71 Immigration detention is expensive, and these costs continue 
to rise with inflation. As a result, DHS estimates that $1.8 billion dollars are needed to 
sustain 34,000 beds this upcoming year.72 

Fixed-rate contracts between private prison companies, local governments, and ICE 
lead to the filling of detention beds. 73 A “fixed-rate contract” 74 means that ICE pays to 
maintain a fixed number of beds at detention centers regardless of whether or not they 
are being used.75 Thus, detention centers that are under fixed-rate contracts, like 
Moshannon, 76 may house significantly fewer people than what the contract requires. 
These fixed-rate contracts ensure that companies are paid for monthly operations 
regardless of whether the detention bed is used,77 which encourages ICE to fill rather 
than waste the surplus beds. As a result, money drives immigration detention, not 
actual need.  

Recent administrations, regardless of political party, have maintained the immigration 
detention regime. For instance, the Obama administration expanded family detention to 
deter migration, even after various lawsuits attempting to curtail it. 78 Afterwards, the 
Trump administration ballooned immigration detention to an average daily population 
of more than 56,000 people and committed to building more facilities.79 Only the 
pandemic ultimately managed to decrease the overall numbers in detention. 80  

The Biden administration, like its predecessors, continues to use immigration 
detention, despite making representations that there should be no “private prisons, 
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period.”81 In 2021, the Biden administration issued an executive order directing the 
Department of Justice to phase out its contracts with private prison companies, but it 
excluded immigration detention from the order.82 Its decision to cut contracts with 
private prisons was motivated by concerns that private prisons do not maintain the 
same levels of safety and security for people.83 These same concerns exist for private 
immigration detention facilities. Yet the Biden administration has increased the use of 
private immigration detention, and the number of immigrants in private detention has 
increased from 80% to over 90% since President Biden entered office (Figure 1).84 85 

Still the U.S. is seen as a place of refuge for those seeking a better life.86 For example, 
experts have stated that detention policies do not influence the decision of Central 
Americans to migrate, who make up one-third of recent arrivals at the Southern Border 
from 2019 to 2023.87 The primary reason that people leave Central American countries 
is that those countries currently occupy the first, fourth and fifth place worldwide in 
homicide rates, which proliferated due to U.S.-led destabilization in those regions.88 
Increasing the money we spend on detention beds, however, has not stopped people 
from migrating or made for a more efficient or better immigration system. 

Together, these policies and practices have helped to create the world’s largest 
immigration detention system, which enriches private companies while costing 
taxpayers $1.6 billion. In the meantime, it is shocking to learn that people suffer from 
significant harms while being held in immigration detention. The next section will 
describe the conditions at Moshannon and show that the experience there is no 
exception.
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 III. MOSHANNON VALLEY PROCESSING 
CENTER 

Moshannon Valley Processing Center (Moshannon) is an immigration detention center 
that is privately owned and operated by The GEO Group (GEO) in Clearfield County, 
Pennsylvania. 89 It is about 131 miles from Pittsburgh and 231 miles from Philadelphia.90 
Its 1,876-bed capacity makes it the largest immigration detention center in the 
Northeast. 91  Moreover, it has become one of the top 10 immigration detention centers 
that holds people the longest, with an average stay of 78 days.92 

Before becoming an immigration detention center, Moshannon was Pennsylvania’s first 
privately owned prison under contract with the federal Bureau of Prisons. 93 It served as 
a federal prison from 2006 until March 2021.94 In a meeting of the Clearfield County 
Commissioners in September 2021, the Commissioners voted on the reopening of 
Moshannon as an immigration detention facility.95 In deciding to approve the new 
contract, Commissioners weighed heavily the impact of the loss of about 300 jobs upon 
closure of the federal prison as well as the revenue they would gain from the contract. 96 
The Commissioners, however, did not publish an agenda to notify the community prior 
to the September meeting, in violation of the Sunshine Act. After a lawsuit forced them 
to follow the proper procedures, they eventually approved a five-year contract, valid 
until November 2026, by unanimous vote (Figure 2).97  
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There are several things to note about how the contracts work for Moshannon. First, the 
contract between Clearfield County and GEO helps GEO to circumvent onerous federal 
contracting requirements that exist when a private company directly contracts with the 
federal government. 98 It works as follows (Figure 3): an inter-governmental service 
agreement (IGSA) exists between ICE and Clearfield County, with ICE paying the County 
for immigration detention. 99 In turn, the County then contracts with the private 
operator, GEO, and pays it to operate the facility.100  

Second, while Clearfield County is a pass through for federal government dollars to 
GEO, the County benefits as well. The Service Agreement between Clearfield County 
and GEO requires GEO to pay the county $200,000 per year as an “administrative fee.”101 
Further, local governments are often swayed by GEO’s marketing about immigration 
detention facilities as opportunities for economic opportunity. Current research shows, 
however, that carceral facilities do not necessarily positively affect the local economy 
in the long-term. 102 Despite this fact, counties like Clearfield are enticed by the service 
contracts and the promise of jobs to seemingly boost their community’s economy.  

Finally, GEO then gets paid by ICE via Clearfield County based on the fees set in the 
IGSA. 103 GEO receives a fixed fee of $2,862,718 per month to operate the facility no 
matter how many people are in detention at the facility.104 On top of that, GEO receives 
$10 to $40 per person in detention per day every month and $1 per person per day every 
month for voluntary work program participants. 105 At its most recent population size of 
1,225 people, the federal government is paying over $3.4 million per month to GEO to 
operate the facility (Figure 4).106 
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Some states, like New Jersey, New York, and Maryland have banned their counties from 
entering into IGSAs in an effort to keep immigration detention out of their states. 107 Due 
to these bans on immigration detention facilities, Moshannon holds many people from 
neighboring states, although it also detains people from across the country. 108 Based on 
interviews conducted with over 70 people who have been detained at Moshannon, the 
following sections explain what daily life is like, who is being held at the facility, and the 
conditions that people must endure. 

DAILY LIFE AT MOSHANNON 

From firsthand accounts, people have described their daily lives at Moshannon as 
defined by a lack of freedom, choice, safety, and overall wellness. Moshannon is a 
former federal prison that was converted into an immigration “processing center.” GEO, 
however, did not tear it to the ground and build something new. Rather, the facility’s 
past bleeds into its present, where people forced to stay there are deprived of their 
freedom, excluded from their communities, and separated from loved ones. As a matter 
of fact, when the facility transitioned from a federal prison to an immigration detention 
center, GEO increased security by upgrading the “no-climb” fence around the 
perimeter.109 
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Consider this vignette, which was compiled from interviews with people who are 
immigrants at Moshannon:  

Imagine that you are an immigrant who has just been transferred to 
Moshannon. Maybe you were transferred immediately after being released from 
jail or you were detained after responding to a message from ICE asking you 
to come into the office.110 First, you’re handcuffed at your wrists and ankles 
and then placed in the back of a van with no windows.111 On the way to 
Moshannon you are joined by other people who were detained by ICE.112 You sit 
quietly next to each other on the benches of the van because you’re scared or 
don’t speak the same language.113  

You find yourself being asked a lot of questions all at once in a language you 
might not understand.114 You still don’t know where you are, so you ask the 
clerk typing feverishly and if you can call your family.115 They tell you that 
someone else will help you make a phone call once they’re done processing you, 
but you’ll later learn that they won’t help you like they said they would116 They 
ask you about your shirt, pant, and shoe size. 117  

Next, you’re quickly stripped of all your personal belongings and clothes,118 and 
given a standard jumpsuit.119 This jumpsuit’s color is based on how the staff 
that day decides what your supposed “security level” is from your past criminal 
history or suspected gang affiliations.120 You are assigned a number.121 

Moshannon’s no-climb fence upgraded for ICE 
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For men, you sleep in a “pod,” which is a large, dorm-like room crowded with up 
to 80 people. Bright lights that line the hallways of the housing unit stay on 
all night.122 Staff come in and out of the dorm at all hours, slamming large, 
metal security doors open and shut throughout the night.123 You sleep on 
uncomfortable bunk beds, one on top of the other. In the pods, there is no 
space for any privacy, and essentials, like toilet paper, shampoo, and razors, 

are rationed, causing competition among people. 124 You make sure to wake up 
early to get your soap at 7:30 A.M. so you don’t miss the daily 
allotment.125 126 127  

You struggle to keep your pod and clothes clean. GEO cuts costs by not hiring 
custodial staff and makes you and the other people in detention do all the 

cleaning yourselves.128 There is limited disinfectant available, so you use 
shampoo to clean the bathrooms.129 When you send your dirty clothes to the 
laundry, they come back dirtier than when you sent them, with white shirts 
coming back discolored brown and reeking of dirty mopheads.130  

“In the pod I sleep head to toe with four 
bunks on either side of me in my row. This 
means that there are sixteen people sleeping 
in my row. Since our beds are bunkbeds and I 
sleep on the bottom, I usually hang one of the 
sheets from [my] bed from the bottom of the 
bunk to get some privacy. . . . At least in 
criminal prison I had some privacy and space 
to myself.”126  

 

“If you want to use it [the bathroom], you 
have to bring a spray bottle. They don’t give 
you strong liquid to clean it [and] the toilets 
sometimes have feces on them. They ask the 
case manager many times to appoint someone 
to clean it here. They want the detainees to 
clean it because they don’t want to pay 
someone.”127 
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If you’re a woman, you get to share a cell with only one other person.131 You 
are kept in your dorm about 22 hours a day, including during some mealtimes, 
because you are not allowed to see or interact with the men at the facility.132 

Food is of such low quality that the “food in jail [would be] better.”133 The 
drinking water “smell[s] and taste[s] horrible,” leaving some immigrants 
feeling hesitant about drinking it. 134  

Your day is consumed with waiting for your turn to use a tablet to call home, 
play a game, or do research for your immigration case. With up to 50-70 people 
in a pod and 7-12 tablets per pod, you are often waiting long for the next 
chance to speak to family or play a game.135 Even once it’s your turn to use the 
shared tablet, you are only afforded minimal time. The communication device is 
sometimes the only way to reach the outside world in an already isolating space. 
You don’t want to spend all your time thinking about your loved ones hundreds 
of miles away, so you are eager to work at the facility, even if it is for a meager 
$1-$3 per day.136 But it can be hard to get a position if too many people are 
signed up. 

Those few dollars you might make from a job are precious. They pay for video 
calls with family and instant noodles at the commissary. You’ve heard there 
are visitation hours, but you know it will be too hard for your family to drive 
hours into rural Pennsylvania more than once or twice, with their work and 
school schedules, while you remain in detention for months.137 

The whole time, you try to keep your head down so there is no chance that you 
will be disciplined by staff who stayed on from when the facility was a prison.138 
You dread the thought of being thrown into solitary confinement, known as the 
“SHU.” You’ve heard horror stories of how it can be. A staff member takes 
another immigrant–in handcuffs–to the solitary confinement unit, separated 
from the general population and other dorm rooms.139 In the SHU, the bright 
lights stay on all night,140 there is no privacy from staff, 141 and there are no 
windows.142 The food is cold as if it was taken straight from the freezer.143 

PEOPLE IN DETENTION AT MOSHANNON 
Moshannon has a very large population that continues to grow. Over the 20-month span 
from January 1, 2022, to August 31, 2023, 9,223 people were in immigration detention 
at Moshannon. 144 From February 7, 2022, to April 1, 2024, the daily population at 
Moshannon increased from 233 people to 1,225 people.145  
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What is the profile of people who are detained at Moshannon? While we do not have 
overall demographic information about all people held at Moshannon, we can provide a 
snapshot from spring of 2023. This data includes some basic demographic data of those 

people who chose to sign up to meet with the groups and organizations that visited 
Moshannon. 146 Of the 77 people at Moshannon interviewed in the spring of 2023, more 
than half had been living in the U.S. for more than 10 years when they were forced into 
detention (Figure 5). In fact, 36% of people had been living in the U.S. for more than 20 
years, while only 15% had been living in the U.S. for less than 5 years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Resident states for people at Moshannon. 
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People in detention at Moshannon came from states all over the country as indicated in 
red on the map (Figure 6). While most people who are detained at Moshannon were from 
Pennsylvania and the neighboring states of Maryland, New Jersey, and New York, some 
have been brought to Moshannon from as far away as California, Texas, North Carolina, 
and Utah.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The facility mostly detains non-white people who are immigrants. Of those interviewed, 
almost half of respondents were Latino while over 30% were Black or African, based on 
self-reports of race (Figure 7).  
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IV. CONDITIONS INSIDE MOSHANNON 
There are three major themes that repeatedly surfaced from the interviews of people 
detained at Moshannon: (1) mistreatment, (2) barriers to justice, and (3) problems with 
health and well-being. Further, a recent fatality of a person in detention along with a 
recent report of 911 calls from the facility’s address reveal that many people detained 
at Moshannon have veritable safety concerns.  

To put it simply, the reported conditions at Moshannon are unacceptable. Many people 
would be shocked to learn that people are not only being deprived of freedom, liberty, 
and opportunity, but are also enduring conditions that violate basic principles of 
fairness and respect for all human beings. These principles are enshrined in our 
Constitution, our laws, and human rights principles that guarantee the right to human 
dignity regardless of who you are or where you come from. 147 

Immigration detention facilities, like Moshannon, are technically regulated by federal 
Performance-Based National Detention Standards (PBNDS) through government 
inspections. These standards, however, set only a minimum threshold of treatment and 

A Note on Inspections 
Moshannon is inspected by the Office of Inspector General, DHS Office for 
Civil Rights and  Civil Liberties (CRCL), Office of the Immigration Detention 
Ombudsman (OIDO), and Office of Detention Oversight (ODO).148 ICE also 
contracts with a private company, the Nakamoto Group, for annual 
inspections of large facilities like Moshannon.148 Despite these oversight 
mechanisms, an overwhelming majority of these inspections result in “meets 
standards” reporting or higher in spite of on the ground reports to the 
contrary.149 One official has described the private Nakamoto Inspections as 
“useless” because they are so difficult to fail.150    
 
For Moshannon, the most recent federal inspections conducted by ODO in 
August 2023151 and by the Nakamoto Group in March 2022152 resulted in finding 
only one deficiency. The ODO inspection, in fact, praised the facility for its 
“steady improvement.”153 The OIDO report from 2022 similarly found only a 
handful of issues—medical staffing levels, delayed mental health referrals, 
poor emergency preparedness, detainee communication, and ICE ERO 
visitation process—and three areas of exceptional performance.154 These 
reports, however, contradict the first-hand accounts of the people in detention 
at Moshannon. 
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safeguards for people in immigration detention. As shown in the next sections, 
government inspections of Moshannon are of little utility and contradict the reports of 
people detained at the facility. Based on the interviews of people in detention at 
Moshannon, our own analysis finds that Moshannon is in violation of an alarming 
number of PBNDS requirements. From these interviews, we have summarized the top 
six PBNDS violations (Figure 8). Further, the PBNDS themselves fail to address the many 
issues that are fundamental for the well-being of people detained in immigration 
facilities, such as reducing barriers to family visitation, making telephone calls 
affordable, providing supplemental food, increasing access to medical care, and 
providing in person mental health support. 148 149 150 151 152 153 154 

 

Instead of operating places like Moshannon, the U.S. can choose to move towards an 
immigration system that aligns with our principles of the impartial rule of law, which 
provides for dignity for all people. Because this is the first report of its kind, further 
investigation into Moshannon is necessary to continue to document the experiences of 
immigrants detained at the facility. To begin, we provide a summary of the conditions 
detailed by the people who were detained in Moshannon in 2023. 

 
 

 

Figure 8. Top Six PBNDS Violations. 

Type of Violation  Standard Number 

Medical Care 4.3 

Use of Force and Restraints  2.15 

Food Service  4.1 

Religious Practices  5.5 

Law Library and Legal Materials 6.3 

Special Management Unit  2.12 
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MISTREATMENT 
Of those interviewed at Moshannon, 51 percent mentioned that they had suffered 
mistreatment or had seen others being mistreated at the facility.155 Some people 
reported that staff physically harm people by using or threatening force or 
inappropriately placing people into solitary confinement. Others reported racist 
remarks, religious and sexual orientation discrimination, and retaliation for filing 
complaints about detention. 156   

Solitary Confinement 

Solitary confinement involves separating people from the general detention population. 
Immigration detention facilities across the country oversaw “more than 14,000 
placements in solitary confinement between 2018 and 2023.”157At Moshannon, solitary 
units are called the “Special Management Unit” (SMU).158 Moshannon staff not only 
wrongfully place immigrants in SMU, but also regularly threaten people with being sent 
to SMU. 

At Moshannon, people in SMU are alone in a cell and isolated from the rest of the 
detention population. 159 Of those interviewed at Moshannon, over a quarter (27%) stated 
that they had been sent to SMU at some point or had complaints about the way SMU is 
weaponized by staff.160 Although placement in SMU is supposed to be “nonpunitive,”161 
the reality is that SMU is a painful, isolating, and punitive experience that has serious 
consequences for people’s health and well-being.  

One person, for example, described his time in SMU as being “in a cage,” while another 
described it as “corporal punishment.” 162 Another immigrant shared how he could see 
other people “deteriorating,” while he was in solitary.163 164Alarmed by the concerning 
use of SMU at Moshannon, the National Immigration Project filed a DHS CRCL 

complaint on behalf of two men at Moshannon for their SMU placements. 165 One of the 

CRCL Complaints 
DHS’ CRCL Office is tasked with investigating civil rights complaints filed 
by the public.164 People in detention may file a CRCL complaint to report 
human rights violations. Once a complaint is filed with the office, the 
CRCL Office investigates identified issues through a site visit or 
interviews and may choose to monitor the facility. 
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men alleged that spending 23-24 hours per day in a cell alone was ”soul crushing.”166 
He further explained that while in SMU, he began to lose his mind, his sense of 
rationality and hope.167 Understanding the harmful effects of solitary confinement, 
another person reported taking the blame for an elderly, medically-vulnerable person 
who was at risk for being placed in SMU for an incident related to a fire alarm. This 
person stated: “I took his blame [because] I thought he was going to go into a cardiac 
arrest if he went into SHU.” 168 

People at Moshannon can be detained for up to 30 days or longer for certain kinds of 
offenses. 169 Immigrants reported that people at Moshannon can spend weeks—even 
months—in SMU isolation. 170 This is consistent with national data, reporting that the 
average time in solitary confinement at immigration detention facilities is one month—
with some people spending “more than two years” in confinement. 171  

The threshold for deciding whether a person poses a sufficient threat to warrant SMU 
placement is vague, providing Moshannon staff with a lot of discretion about who gets 
placed there.172 For example, in response to a protest about the regular searches of all 
bunks and personal belongings (“fire drills”), people report that about 44 individuals 
were placed in SMU for two weeks as punishment. During this time, one person 
reported that they were denied phone calls, 173 while another reported no access to a 
tablet or the law library. 174 People placed in SMU in other ICE detention facilities 
similarly report having limited to no access to make legal calls or have legal visits.175 

People have shared that they have also wrongfully been accused of prohibited behavior 
and placed in SMU. One person reported that he was in SMU for 14 days because staff 
members found “a homemade lighter” under his bunkbed, which did not belong to 
him. 176 Another person shared that he was placed in SMU for 14 days for attempting to 
help another person who was “losing breath” during a physical altercation. 177 

Worse, some people reported that they are put in SMU pending an investigation or are 
never told why they are there. One person reported that he was “stuck in solitary 
confinement while awaiting the results of the investigation.” 178 Another person stated 
that he spent thirty days in solitary but “didn’t know [the] reason why he was put in, no 
write up or anything, all [the staff] said was that he was a security risk.”179 After thirty 
days in SMU, he was let out for only six hours before staff placed him back into SMU for 
another 14 days.180  

With COVID-19, some people at Moshannon feared solitary so much that it became 
“common practice not to report COVID-19 symptoms to stay out of SMU.” 181 Rather than 
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taking precautions, such as regular mask-wearing, to maintain the health and safety of 
people in detention and staff, people reported that Moshannon chose instead to 
quarantine people in SMU with symptoms for days and weeks at a time. 182  

Finally, people detained at Moshannon reported that staff use the threat of SMU to 
silence and intimate individuals. People reported being scared because “if you get into 
any trouble, they put you in [SMU].”183 One person was threatened with SMU when he 
had requested a new housing arrangement. 184 Given the well-known harms of SMU, 
people describe these threats by Moshannon staff as “a retaliation tool.” 185 186 

 

 

Ultimately, these experiences with SMU are consistent with the problematic experience 
of others in immigration detention centers across the country.187 In 2023, DHS CRCL 
issued a memorandum which documented over 60 complaints in the past four years 
regarding people with ”serious mental health disabilit[ies] held in solitary.”188 Many of 
the longest stays in SMU involve people with mental health conditions, which often lead 
to worsening conditions for people with mental health issues.189 SMU placements for 
these vulnerable groups ultimately lead to the documented high rates of suicide in ICE 
detention. 190 Another evaluation by DHS CRCL of the Houston Immigration Detention 
Facility found that solitary confinement was misused against transgender people. Based 
on ICE’s own data, the number of transgender individuals in solitary confinement has 
“more than doubled in the third quarter of 2023.”191 The lack of oversight related to the 
use of solitary confinement in so many situations has allowed these abuses to 
continue. 192  

Physical Harm by Staff Members 

Interviewees reported that Moshannon staff cause physical harm to immigrants, by 
engaging in physical violence and withholding food, water, and sleep. The federal 
standards (PBNDS) only allow staff to use “reasonable” force where it is “necessary” 
and “after all reasonable efforts to otherwise resolve a situation have failed.”193 Under 
no circumstances are staff allowed to use force or apply restraints to punish a person.194 
Despite the national standards, it is shocking to learn that immigration detention staff 
across the country use unnecessary and unreasonable force against those in detention, 
such as handcuffing people, spitting in their face, or physically hitting people.195  

“Someone should do a deeper analysis on 
why people are being sent to the SMU – 
they send people for any reason.”186 
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People detained at Moshannon reported that staff have physically abused them using 
excessive force. One person reported that chokeholds had been used on several 
occasions when it was “totally unnecessary.”196 In November 2022, several people 
reported that they were harassed by a guard at Moshannon who screamed obscenities 
at them, handcuffed them, and then took them to solitary confinement. 197 Several others 
reported that Moshannon staff have also threatened to use pepper spray against 
people.198  

Further, several people reported being deprived of food and sleep. One person reported 
how the entire pod was denied dinner after complaining after they complained that the 
food was raw. 199 Another person who was slated for deportation was woken up at 2:00 
AM with no notice, transported to the airport, and not given food or water for 18 hours, 
only to be returned suddenly to Moshannon because the plane was full.200 One person 
in solitary confinement reported that staff deprived them of sleep by keeping the lights 
on all night. 201  

Racial and Ethnic Discrimination 

People in detention at Moshannon report prejudice and discrimination by staff. People 
explained feeling like the staff do not look at them “as human beings.”202 Others 
described being told that “they should go back to their own countries and that they don’t 
have any worth” 203 or that “they don’t belong in the country, [and] need to leave.”204 

Those in detention who do not speak English recounted how they get treated worse by 
staff. One person shared that he was told that toilet paper and soap were unavailable, 
while those who spoke English were provided with the same basic necessities.205 
Another non-English speaker explained that when he asks for anything, such as access 
to one of the tablets to connect with loved ones, staff refuse to help him because he only 
speaks Spanish and “[staff] look down on me.”206 207 

“We feel that the mere fact that we are 
Black puts us at a disadvantage when 
relating with [a] particular [staff member] . 
. . we cannot be treated equally as other 
detainees . . . [the staff member] clearly has 
a bias against Black detainees and we do not 
think he can purge himself of his bias.”207 
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People in detention also reported staff being more watchful of Black immigrants.208 Of 
those interviewed at Moshannon, 73% complained about how Moshannon staff 
weaponized SMU against immigrants were Black.209 For instance, one person reported 
that staff members yelled derogatory statements against Black people in immigration 
detention and blamed them for setting off a fire alarm, exclaiming, “it’s those fu**ing 
Black inmates.”210 Further, a grievance at Moshannon signed by 21 people in detention 
alleged that one member of the staff “constantly associates being Black with being 
violent/dangerous.” 211 Black people who are detained at Moshannon also reported 
anticipating harsher discipline and less support from staff. 212  

Dismally, discrimination based on race or ethnicity is present in immigration detention 
centers across the U.S. 213 A 2022 study based on some 17,000 call records to an 
immigration detention hotline states, “there is a growing body of evidence involving 
violence and abuse against Black migrants that have become part of a well-documented 
pattern of anti-Black racism by ICE officials and their contractors.”214 A nationwide 
FOIA revealed that 24% of all people in solitary confinement were Black, even though 
during that same time period, only 6% of the total ICE detention population was Black.215 
Further, a recent lawsuit alleges racial discrimination and the use of excessive force 
against Black people while in ICE detention.216 

Finally, the classification system presents another layer of discrimination at 
Moshannon. People in immigration detention are assigned a color-coded prison 
jumpsuit to match their presumed level of threat they pose to other immigrants. Staff 
subjectively determine the color assignments based on threat levels, criminal history, 
and known or presumed associations with gangs. 217 The color classification determines 
what pod people in detention are placed in, whether they are eligible for work, and how 
much recreation time they have each week.218  

People in detention are provided blue, orange, yellow, or red uniforms when they arrive 
at Moshannon. 219 The lowest level of security threat is blue, increasing in restrictions 
up to red, the highest level of threat. 220 The red classification is allegedly based on a 
person’s “history of violent or assaultive behavior” and gang affiliations.221 People 
classified as red can only participate in the lowest paid voluntary work program job, 
cleaning/janitorial work (Figure 9).222 
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One person in detention reported being assigned a red uniform keeping him from his 
desired job as a library or laundry worker. 226 This same person had been given a red 
uniform even though the underlying criminal charges had been dismissed.227 One 
person stated that the staff “set you up to get you in trouble” so that they can change a 
person’s color classification to one with more restrictions, which they have discretion 
to do. 228 People in detention expressed that they were held back by their color status, 
preventing access to jobs and recreation that would otherwise have helped them keep 
busy and stay positive while in detention.  

Psychological Abuse 

In addition to the harms perpetrated through physical abuse, people in detention at 
Moshannon reported suffering from a variety of psychological abuses. Of those 
interviewed, 31% reported being the victims of racism or allege that the environment of 
detention promotes derogatory language and discriminatory treatment. 229 Similarly, 
people explained that they experience emotional distress due to religious intolerance 
or the multiple barriers they face in trying to communicate with or see loved ones. For 
women at Moshannon in particular, their movement is restricted as they have to be 
separated from men at all times.230 

Women in a Majority-Male Facility 

Women, as the minority population at Moshannon, face unique challenges that are 
different from those faced by men. Women at Moshannon reported less access to 
resources including recreation time, the law library, and even the cafeteria, when 

Figure 9. Voluntary Work Program Pay and Restrictions. 
Job223 Pay/Day224 Color Classification225 
Kitchen $4.00 Low-Medium (Blue, Orange, Yellow) 
Laundry $3.00 Low-Medium (Blue, Orange, Yellow) 
Barber Shop $3.00 Low-Medium (Blue, Orange, Yellow) 
Special Work Details $2.00 Unknown 
Other (including 
Janitorial Work) 

$1.00 All 

Evening Workers Unknown Low-Medium (Blue, Orange, Yellow) 
Recreation/Library Unknown Low-Medium (Blue, Orange, Yellow) 
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compared to men. One woman, for example, reported that this difference in access is 
because “men get priority for everything.” 231 

Of those interviewed, only five were women, so we still have a limited understanding of 
what detention is like for women at Moshannon. We do know from immigration 
detention across the country that a major concern for women is that facilities are 
“designed to supervise the behavior of men.” As such, they fail to address the unique 
medical needs of women—such as gynecological care or access to menstrual 
products—or the fact that women are more likely to be survivors of physical or sexual 
abuse or primary caregivers to dependent children.232  

Sexual Orientation 

Several people mentioned feeling that they might be attacked because of their sexual 
orientation, while others tried to keep it a secret from staff. 233 This fear of being 
recognized as gay is caused, as one person explained, by not wanting “any issues while 
in detention.” 234 Another person, unable to hide, reported mistreatment by staff as a 
bisexual immigrant. 235 Another immigrant reported being sent to SMU to prevent attacks 
based on their sexual orientation. ICE itself has recognized the need for additional 
protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex people in its 
immigration detention facilities.236 

Religious Intolerance 

Religious people in immigration detention at Moshannon can try to seek solace in 
religious observance to respond to the isolating and dehumanizing conditions of 
detention. However, people at Moshannon reported that it can be difficult to practice 
their religion, particularly for those who practice non-Christian faiths. People who are 
Muslim and Jewish reported that they lack spaces to pray, cannot read their holy texts, 
and have minimal access to food consistent with their religious diets. 237 

People at Moshannon alleged that they are denied the necessary resources for religious 
observance in detention, even though the facility is obligated, for example, to allow 
people to access their religious property.238 Only a handful of people who participated 
in the interviews were practicing the Muslim faith, but their reports told of a consistent 
lack of support for Muslim religious observance. At Moshannon, one person reported 
that there are no spaces for private prayer.239 This same person explained that religious 
staff, like the facility Chaplain, told people that there is no budget to accommodate the 
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Muslim faith.240 As a result, there were no prayer rugs provided unless you could 
purchase one at the commissary. 241 Another person resorted to using his towel as a 
prayer rug, leaving him without a towel for showers.242 Religious texts are primarily 
available on shared tablets, which means that people do not have ready access.243  

People in immigration detention also reported that Moshannon fails to account for 
people’s religious dietary restrictions. Because people in detention do not have access 
to ingredient lists, it is a gamble to rely on staff to ensure the food will be consistent with 
religious diets.244 For Muslim people at Moshannon who follow a halal diet and abstain 
from eating pork, they asserted that they can taste pork in their food and that they are 
never served halal meat. 245 Non-Christian people who are immigrants reported 
struggling to properly celebrate important religious holidays or celebrations like 
Ramadan246  or Shabbat247 because the facility does not provide space or ceremonial 
foods, like dates, for breaking fast during Ramadan, 248 although it is Moshannon’s 
obligation to do so. 249 On top of not providing dates to break fast, Moshannon also did 
not allow family members to send these items, leaving practicing Muslim immigrants 
with no option to take part in a critical religious ritual.250  

In addition to a lack of resources, people in detention expressed dismay over a 
fundamental lack of respect for people’s religious observance. After a security sweep 
where staff ransacked people’s pods (known among immigrants as “fire drills”), one 
person found his Bible soaked and strewn about the floor near the bathroom. 251 

These obstacles to religious observance occur in immigration detention facilities across 
the country. National reports find that people in immigration detention at other facilities 
are regularly denied access to any religious texts outside of the Bible in English.252 In 
particular, there are multiple reports of those who practice non-Christian religions in 
immigration detention not only lacking the items they need to practice their religion but 
also facing hostility for trying to adhere to their beliefs.253 A reporter for a religious news 
organization explains that, in immigration detention, “visits from clergy, access to 
religious material, and opportunities to engage in religious worship can be infrequent, 
inconsistent and in some cases absent altogether.” 254 Moshannon unfortunately 
appears to be no exception in failing to support religious observance of all kinds. 

Family Separation 

Immigration detention has a significant psychological impact—both on the person in 
detention and their family members—because of separation from their family and loved 
ones. Family separation for those in detention can cause psychological harms including 
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anxiety, stress, and post-traumatic stress disorder.255 People in detention at 
Moshannon reported that this separation and isolation is exacerbated by Moshannon’s 
remote location, restrictive visitation policies, and communication difficulties due to 
the high costs for telephone calls.256 

Moshannon’s rural location and 
inconsistent visitation policies limit 
immigrants’ families and legal 
counsel’s ability to make the 

journey, which people explained led to feelings of confusion, frustration, and 
isolation. 257 One person expressed frustration that he was not able to spend time with 
his partner due to policy restrictions at Moshannon. She traveled from California and 
stayed close to the facility but was only able to see her boyfriend in detention for an hour 
a day.258 Another immigrant had his wife and child visit on a 5-hour trip from New 
Jersey, only to find that she was allowed to visit 
him for a limited time each day. 259 Additionally, 
people in immigration detention reported that 
staff implement restrictions inconsistently: 
some allow for personal contact while others do 
not. 260 These restrictions—limiting visits to one 
hour or placing glass separations between 
people in detention and their in-person 
visitors—are allowable under the detention 
standards. 261 Limited visitation hours and no-
contact unfortunately leads to some people in 
detention to tell their families not to visit due to 
the traumatizing effect on their young kids.262 As 
of early 2024, a recent change was to require 
that people detained at Moshannon be 
separated by a desk and glass partition from 
their visitors. 

For those whose relatives cannot visit in-person, phone or video calls are expensive. At 
Moshannon, a one hour phone call with a loved one can run as high as almost $8 
because it costs 13 cents per minute for phone calls, 38 cents per minute for 
international calls, and 21 cents per minute for video calls.263 People rely on the limited 
money they earn from the work program or the funds their family sends through an 
online system to pay for these calls. For people in immigration detention without bank 

“I haven’t been able to read my son’s 
bedtime stories to him [and] I haven’t 
been able to see him draw and read.”256 

 

Moshannon’s visitation room (2024) 
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accounts, credit cards, or other financial means, keeping in touch with family members 
becomes almost impossible.   

These communication barriers contribute to mental health issues for people who are 
immigrants and their families. It is well-documented that feelings of isolation from 
community and family are associated with a higher risk of harm to a person’s 
psychological well-being. 264 Besides the emotional toll, exclusion from one’s 
community can cause delays and setbacks in immigration cases without the ability to 
connect with supportive resources like family and legal counsel. It follows that 
preventing access to these supportive resources lessens immigrants’ ability to win their 
immigration cases. 265 
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BARRIERS TO JUSTICE 
People who are detained at Moshannon reported barriers to being able to address 
issues within the facility and access resources to fight their immigration cases. Within 
the facility, people stated that their complaints are ignored or result in retaliation and 
abuse by staff. People in detention also explained that being within the facility makes 
accessing counsel for their immigration proceedings difficult, and those without 
counsel are forced to share a handful of resources. Without adequate legal 
representation, people had a hard time navigating and defending themselves in 
immigration court.  

Advocating Within the Facility 

Moshannon provides immigrants with an opportunity to file grievances regarding safety 
concerns, discrimination or harassment, or housing-related requests. The GEO 
handbook for Moshannon provides that people who are immigrants in detention have 
the right to file grievances. 266 Those seeking to file a formal grievance, however, must 
first receive the form from staff. People in detention reported, however, that staff 
members render this opportunity meaningless by either ignoring them or retaliating 
against them for filing grievances.  

Reports of retaliation against people who file grievances takes many forms. For 
example, about 10% of interviewees were afraid that if they filed a formal grievance they 
would be transferred to a distant immigration detention facility. 267 Upon filing a 
grievance, one person in detention was threatened with being transferred to the 
detention center near Buffalo, about 200 miles away from Moshannon. 268 Transfers 
raise challenges for not only a person’s well-being but also their ability to successfully 
fight their immigration case. 269 In another instance, upon filing three grievances, one 
person at Moshannon reported being transferred to a facility in Pike County.270  This 
person shared that Moshannon staff had let him know only the night before about his 
transfer to the Pike facility271 and told him that he could not bring any belongings to the 
Pike facility.272  
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People are also scared that the staff will turn against them and worry about the negative 

impacts complaining might have on their pending immigration cases.273 The threat of 
being placed in SMU also serves as a deterrent to filing grievances. 274 275 276 

Further, when people do file grievances, they reported that Moshannon also ignores 
them, taking too long to respond or responding inadequately. One person reported going 
over one and a half months without any response to their complaints. 277 Another person 
noted that he received the same generic response, no matter the grievance, so no 
significant improvements were ever made.278 After filing multiple grievances against 
staff members for racist behavior, one person explained that he was repeatedly 
informed that the staff would be educated, but he noticed no change in behavior or 
follow-up.279 After one of the sweeps of the pod where staff searched through 
everyone’s personal belongings (a “fire drill”), one person who asked to file a formal 
grievance was told by staff that it would not do anything because it would just go to the 
boss, meaning essentially that it would “go in [the] trash.” 280  

Finally, providing language access could help people communicate with staff and 
advocate for their needs. Although the facility has access to a telephone service for 
interpretation, people in detention who speak limited English report that they are 

“If I choose to file a grievance, I don’t want 
to cause any problems, they are always 
looking for me to make a mistake, so I don’t 
want to have a situation where they take 
me to the ‘hole’ [SMU].”276 

 

“I don’t want any problems or an open case 
because I don’t want it to interfere with my 
immigration case. I haven’t complained 
because I don’t want to create problems. If 
I didn’t have this pending immigration case, 
I would feel more comfortable to file a 
grievance.”275 
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denied such services.281 Further, 
people in detention reported that 
those immigrants that speak rarer 
but increasingly more prevalent 
indigenous languages, such as  
K’iche and Soninke, cannot even 
get language assistance through 
the telephone service.282 Because 
of this failure to consistently 
provide for interpretation, people 
in immigration detention reported 
that non-English speakers are left to rely on other multilingual peers in detention to act 
as interpreters, or in some instances simply have no one to help them communicate 
with staff.283  

Accessing Legal Assistance 

Persons in immigration proceedings are 
afforded no right to court-appointed 
counsel. 284 Because of this, most must find 
pro bono counsel, which is hard to come by, 
or pay for private counsel.285Paying fees to 
private counsel can be difficult, especially 
when the person is in immigration detention 

and no longer able to work for a living.286 The rural location of Moshannon only 
exacerbates the challenge of finding counsel as it is difficult for legal aid programs to set 
up a pro bono network when the nearest big city may be hours away.287 Given the 
limitations on accessing tablets and paying for expensive phone calls at Moshannon, 
being detained too makes it very difficult to be able to even do the legwork necessary to 
find and retain private legal counsel. Nationwide, 79% of people in immigration 
detention do not have legal counsel.288 With low access to representation, people are 
left to rely on inconsistent access to an ill-equipped law library. Adequate access to the 
law library is important, given that most people are unrepresented. Requests to spend 

No Right to Counsel 
While immigrants have the right to be 
represented by an attorney at their 
own expense, the government has no 
obligation to provide counsel as it 
does in criminal proceedings.285 

“You get extra time if nobody signs up, but 
often many people sign up. Some weeks you 
miss it because they didn’t have enough 
time.”290 

 

Language Access Barriers 
Some at Moshannon do not speak, read, or 
write English well. According to several people, 
Moshannon fails to meet its language access 
obligations by either hiring multilingual staff or 
consistently using interpretation services 
(including for less common indigenous 
languages). As a result, people are left with 
limited means to communicate to Moshannon 
staff. 

Samantha Thompson

Samantha Thompson
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additional time to use the law library may not be accepted until many days later 
depending on demand.289 290 

Further, if a person who is an immigrant is placed in SMU, interviewees reported that 
they are denied calls with attorneys 291 and access to a tablet or the law library.292 Having 
legal representation and access to adequate legal materials increases the likelihood by 
ten times of winning immigration relief.293 A combination of restrictive communication 
modes to finding counsel, gathering evidence, and limited access to legal materials 
perpetuates the overwhelming rates of loss in immigration cases. 294 

Finally, while Moshannon guarantees that people will be present at their immigration 
hearings, this guarantee does not extend to other legal proceedings. Moshannon can 
prevent some people who are immigrants who have other kinds of court dates—such as 
criminal proceedings—from participating in their proceedings. Angered by this, a group 
of people detained at Moshannon filed a civil rights complaint stating: “We demand 
virtual court access for our municipal and state court hearings so we can finish our 
cases.” They alleged a “violation of the 5th, 6th, 8th, and 14th Amendment[s] of the 
United States Constitution.” 295 To our knowledge, no changes were made in response to 
this complaint. Unfortunately, this lack of access to other court systems is a widespread 
problem in immigration detention facilities across the nation. 296 
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PROBLEMS WITH HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 
While in immigration detention, people’s health and well-being can deteriorate or 
worsen, particularly for those with chronic illnesses or other pre-existing medical 
conditions. Of those interviewed, over 58% experienced medical or mental health 
problems or complained about the inadequacy of the treatment available to them at 
Moshannon. 297 Although detention facilities are entrusted with the medical care of all 
immigrants, there are many reports of ICE’s failure to provide adequate care.298 Access 
to medical and mental health care, dietary choice, and hygiene supplies are severely 
restricted in detention.299 Based on interviews with people at Moshannon, the following 
explains deficits in medical care, mental health care, and preventive care. 

Medical Neglect 

GEO is responsible for the health and welfare of people in detention at their facilities, 
including Moshannon. 300 However, people in detention at Moshannon reported that 
their time at the facility exacerbated existing health conditions or led to new health 
issues. They explained that staff ignored their concerns, delayed treatment, withheld 
medical care based on inadequate funding, neglected to get informed consent, or failed 
to provide appropriate interpretation for those people who are immigrants who do not 
speak English. Several people have been transferred to local hospitals with no record 
of being transferred back to the facility.301 

People at Moshannon reported that medical staff downplayed or ignored people’s 
requests for medical treatment. People in detention further reported that they have 
waited weeks or months for appointments after complaining of pain because staff 
ignored their complaints of pain or took too long to get approval for medical 
procedures.302 As one person described their experience, Moshannon has taught people 
in detention that if they are not persistent, their medical concerns will be forgotten or 
overlooked. 303 One person with diabetes complained about chronic chest pain and the 
fact that he was forced to wait 11 months to have a cardiologist appointment scheduled. 
At the time of interviewing, he stated that he had been out of his prescribed medication 
for 7 days. 304 Multiple people reported waiting 5 or 6 months for dentist appointments,305 
even when one person had tooth pain when eating. 306 Another woman with urinary tract 
issues reported being denied pads so that she had to sleep in wet sheets as a result.307 
One person with foot pain submitted a request for an appointment through the tablet 
system with no response.308 When his pain became more severe he tried a new method, 
a paper request form.309 In trying to advocate for himself, he asked for assistance from 
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staff to fill out the form, but no one helped. 310 These kinds of complaints about detention 
staff being slow to respond to chronic health issues are well-documented across 
immigration detention facilities.311 Often, this is due to understaffing and a lack of 
available specialized care in rural locations.312  

When people finally receive the medical attention they have been waiting for, they 
reported receiving inadequate care. Several people stated that Moshannon’s medical 
staff would withhold treatment until symptoms are severe, leaving people in profound 
discomfort or pain. 313 314Others reported that medical personnel frequently gave 

standard over the counter medicines like ibuprofen or acetaminophen no matter how 
acute the pain is.315 These reports of medical staff defaulting to acetaminophen and 
naproxen, no matter the ailment, are all too familiar across immigration detention 
facilities.316  

Sometimes Moshannon would justify the lack of routine medical care because of 
funding limitations. One person reported that he was not able to have his wisdom tooth 
pulled because there was no dentist available.317 Another person explained that they 
were not able to get a proper prescription for their eyeglasses, leaving them unable to 
see properly. The staff justified the decision by saying that glasses were “too 
expensive.”318 Some common medicines like cough syrup and antihistamines were 
reportedly only available for purchase at the commissary. 319 

People with limited English proficiency can face even more barriers to getting medical 
care. People who need interpretation services reported that staff did not offer to use the 
telephone interpretation services available to them at every appointment. 320 

The myriad of issues with medical care can also lead to blurred lines of consent for 
treatment. 321 One person with cancer at Moshannon told his story. 322 Medical personnel 
made him take new tests to confirm his diagnosis because they refused to retrieve his 
prior medical records. After confirming the diagnosis, medical personnel tried to 
pressure him into further medical exams, which he refused, wanting to wait until he 
could be with his family. Without his consent, he was handcuffed in a doctor’s office for 
a rectal exam while other staff members observed. 

“I've complained of my throat hurting for 2 weeks, 
but the nurses tell me that there's nothing wrong. 
. . . They keep telling me everything is fine, but I 
don't feel fine.”314 
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Outside of Moshannon, informed consent for medical treatment continues to be a 
concern in facilities across the country. The most prominent examples include 
involuntary hysterectomies and birth control insertion. 323 In 2021, the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office conducted a review of informed consent compliance in 
immigration detention and found that there were deficiencies at 25 facilities.324 The 
report found a pervasive lack of informed consent for offsite medical treatment, 
sparking concerns about how consent was being obtained at detention facilities.325   

Mental Healthcare 

Lack of mental healthcare is an especially acute problem in immigration detention 
because of the threat of deportation, isolation from family and friends, and 
dehumanizing conditions. From January 2022 to April 2024, there are records that at 
least 1,000 people at Moshannon were taking psychotropic medications. 326 One person 
at Moshannon explained that the constant noise in the facility, like people screaming, 
toilets flushing, and doors slamming, caused nightmares and constant anxiety. The 
conditions made him feel like his “brain cannot stop thinking.” 327 Studies of detained 
people who are immigrants show that their release from detention significantly 
decreases their physical and psychological stress.328 

Like medical care, Moshannon does not provide adequate mental health support to 
people detained there. This includes preventative and responsive treatment for those 
struggling with their mental health. An official government inspection of Moshannon 
found that there was a delay in evaluating referrals for mental health treatment in 
violation of facility standards in 2022, though subsequent inspections did not find that 
the problem persisted.329 People in detention reported that instead of spending time 
with patients to determine the source of their distress, clinicians rushed to diagnose 
and prescribe the most generic medication that could be considered appropriate.330 One 
person, who could not sleep because of the stress of his impending deportation, stated 
that he was unable to get a prescription for sleeping pills.331 Another person who 
normally received mental health medication recounted that he only received pills 
sporadically.332  

Diagnoses like anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder are common 
among detained people who are immigrants and those who have been released from 
immigration detention. 333 In a September 2023 DHS CRCL memo, the director of 
compliance reported that a person in immigration detention at Moshannon with mental 
health diagnoses including bipolar disorder, anxiety, PTSD, and depression was not 

Samantha Thompson
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able to receive the therapy or medication he had prior to detention. 334 In response to 
him filing a grievance about his lack of care, he was placed in SMU without explanation. 
The day he was released from the SMU, he was placed back in for being found in an 
unauthorized area. That evening, he attempted suicide as a consequence of the stress 
of returning to solitary confinement. 335 

These stories are sadly in line with the experiences of people in immigration detention. 
The conditions of detention can worsen symptoms and trigger suicidal thoughts for 
immigrants who have previously experienced traumatic events or are mentally ill. For 
example, some immigrants receive “replacement” medication leading to drastic 
consequences such as hallucinations and suicide attempts.336 In 2020, six people died 
by suicide in immigration detention nationwide.337 

The Director of Policy at the National Immigrant Justice Center explained that “[y]ou 
cannot speak to one person who has gone through immigration detention, but doesn’t 
have the scars of dehumanizing treatment, of having been harassed by staff, of having 
been strip searched, of having been thrown in solitary because of their mental illness. 
The list goes on.” 338 Moshannon is no exception in creating or exacerbating mental 
health challenges. 

Nutrition 

According to reports from 
people in immigration 
detention, Moshannon 
serves food that makes it 
hard for people to maintain 
their well-being. People 
with dietary restrictions 
based on allergies or other 
health conditions claimed 
that they were ignored. 
People in detention also 
reported that the food 

served is unhealthy, insufficient, or spoiled, a far cry from the ”nutritious and appetizing 
meals” they are obligated to provide under the law.339 Several noted that the food is 
particularly unhealthy for people with conditions that require specific diets, like 
diabetes.340 Others complained that vegetarians get meat on their trays341 or people with 

Going Hungry 
Because Moshannon serves inadequate meals, 
immigrants try to compensate by paying for snacks at 
the commissary. However, people only have money to 
spend at the commissary if they are part of the work 
program (earning $1-$3 per day) or have families who 
can deposit money into their account. Prices at the 
commissary are often too high to properly supplement 
their meals and the snacks are not particularly 
nutritious.345 Immigrants reflect that this is yet again 
about GEO “mak[ing] money every way they can.”346 
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allergies were served the foods they cannot eat. 342 Some people are concerned that the 
served and commissary foods have high salt content, which could aggravate those with 
high blood pressure.343 If people speak up about the poor quality of the food at 
Moshannon, they reported that staff told them that the food is free so they should not 
complain. 344 345 346 

Safety 

Moshannon is obligated to create a safe space for people in detention, as well as staff, 
visitors, and local community members who work in or visit the facility. However, 
outgoing 911 calls made from Moshannon, as well as the death of a person in detention, 
paint a dark picture, showing just how grossly unsafe people are within the facility. 

 

From September 2022 to March 13, 2024, Moshannon was the source of 86 emergency 
calls to 911 relating to alleged criminal activity.347 Of those calls, 30 were related to 
assault, 5 were related to sexual assaults, and 26 were related to drugs.  

One of these calls on December 6, 2023, tragically ended in the drug overdose death of 
one person in detention at Moshannon. 348 The victim, Frankline Okpu, a Cameroonian 
national, was granted immigration relief under the Convention Against Torture on 
October 12, 2023, following seven months of detention at Moshannon. 349 He remained 
in detention as ICE sought another country for deportation. Mr. Okpu was found 
unresponsive in his solitary cell during a check.350 The Clearfield County’s Coroner’s 
report concluded that Mr. Okpu died of a drug overdose from MDMA 
(Methylenedioxymethamphetamine) toxicity. 351 This story shows how immigration 
detention too may succumb to the disturbing trends of overdose deaths in state prisons 
across the country. 352 Mr. Okpu is survived by his wife and four-year-old son. 353 

Figure 10. Log of 911 Calls from Moshannon (Sept. 2022 to Mar. 2024). 

Category Call Type Number of Calls 

Assault indecent assault 18 
assault 16 

Sex Offenses rape - attempted - not in progress 4 
sex offense - sexual assault 2 

Drug Offenses drug - possession 14 
drug - paraphernalia 9 
drug - overdose 1 
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CONCLUSION 
Since Moshannon’s opening as an immigration detention facility in 2021, this report is 
the first to systematically document interviews of the people held there. These 
interviews reveal that Moshannon is punitive, inhumane, and dangerous. People who 
are detained at Moshannon collectively reported that they face mistreatment, such as 
physical and psychological abuse by staff, ethnic, racial, and religious discrimination, 
and medical neglect in the facility, while facing barriers to justice. All the while, they 
were physically and emotionally isolated. Despite being deprived of their liberty, 
excluded from communities, and separated from their families, immigration detention 
is not supposed to be punishment. Yet there really is no other label—other than 
punishment—for the experience of the people detained at Moshannon.   

Moshannon too, unfortunately, is not an aberration in the national immigration 
detention system. Instead, the reports by people detained at Moshannon are 
corroborated by inspections, investigations, and reports of other immigration detention 
facilities across the country. And in the meantime, our national system of immigration 
detention contributes to the rising profits of private prison companies like GEO. 

But the immigration system need not work this way. Immigration detention has not 
always been this massive. We have alternative to detention programs that can work to 
vet, process, and support immigrants in their immigration court proceedings while they 
live with their families within communities in the U.S. These programs cost a fraction 
of the $1.8 billion that we are set to spend on immigration detention this year. Imagine 
what would happen if we used this funding for other critical community needs, like 
schools and infrastructure, that would help make life better for everyone. 

We are a nation that prides itself as a global model of freedom, opportunity, and 
community among people of different races, religions, and cultures. However, our 
current immigration detention system casts an ever-growing shadow over these 
purported ideals. As expressed by a person formerly detained at Moshannon: “When it 
happens in other countries, America would be the first one to tell them [other countries] 
they’re wrong.”354 Change can happen as we continue to learn from the missteps leading 
us to this point. We must end immigration detention and move towards a future that 
provides a fair opportunity to the people who are immigrants. Fair opportunity would 
include demilitarizing the border and a pathway to citizenship for all people. In that 
way, we can build on our long legacy of having immigrants seeking prosperity and a 
better life in our cities, towns, and neighborhoods. 
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APPENDIX  
The following is a reprint of the questions that interviewers used for interviews with 
people detained at Moshannon. 

Section 1 – Biographical and Background Questions 

What languages do you speak fluently?  
 
Interpretation needed? □ Yes  □ No If yes, what language?  
 
Name (First Middle Last)    
 
DOB:   A#:  Nationality:    
 
Gender:  Pronouns:   Religion:  Ethnicity:  
 
Length of ICE detention:   
 
Have you been detained at Moshannon the whole time?  □ Yes  □ No 

 If no → where else have you been detained by ICE?  
 
Where were you living before you were placed in immigration detention?  
 
How long have you lived in the U.S.?  

 
Section 2 – Conditions Questions 

 
1. What dorm are you in? 

 
2. How many people are in your dorm? 

 
3. Does everyone in your dorm have a bed?  □ Yes   □ No 

 
4. How many showers are in your dorm? 

 
5. Do you have access to drinking water in your dorm? □ Yes  □ No 

 
6. How much recreational time do you have each day? 
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What does the recreational space look like? 
 

7. Have you been placed in solitary confinement (Special Management Unit 
or SMU)?    □ Yes □ No 

 
 If yes → For what reason and for how long? 

 
8. Have you sought medical or mental health care at Moshannon? □ Yes  □ 

No 
  

 If yes → Tell us more about how your experience has been with 
medical or mental health care. For example, do you believe you are 
receiving the care you need? Or do you have concerns about the care? 
 

 If yes and limited English proficient (LEP) → has Moshannon provided 
you with fluent staff or professional interpretation for any medical or 
mental health appointment, sick call, treatment, test, or consultation? 
□ Yes □ No 

 
9. Have you heard staff using racial or other derogatory slurs, either when 

speaking with you or to another detained person? □ Yes  □ No 
 

If yes → Please share more: 
 

10. Do you feel you have faced mistreatment because of your race, ethnicity, 
the language you speak, religion, or sexual orientation? □ Yes  □ No 
 

If yes → Please share more: 
 

11. Do you do any cleaning or other work? □ Yes  □ No 
 
o If yes → what kind of tasks do you do? 

 
o If yes → where in the facility do you do this work? (such as dorm 

bathrooms, dorm common areas, around their bunk, in the kitchen, 
recreation yard, etc.) 
 

o Why do you do this work? (Check all that apply; provide details if 
possible) 
□ Volunteer work program/Payment of $1+/day 
□ Because the guards tell me to do it 
□ To get benefits/perks (i.e. access to food, more freedom to move 



 
 

44 

around) 
□ Because I want to 
□ Because I feel like I have to 
□ Other (explain) 
Details:   

 
o Are you paid for any of this work through the Volunteer work 

program?  □ Yes □ No 
 

o If Yes → what work tasks are you paid for, and what aren’t you 
paid for? 

 
o If No → If you aren’t paid for these tasks, does anyone else get paid 

for the same type of work? 
 

o What do you think would happen if you didn’t do this work? 
 
 

12. Have you filed a grievance or spoken with a staff member about any 
concerns you have?  □ Yes  □ No 
 

If yes → How did the facility respond to your grievance? 
 

13. Have staff ever threatened to transfer you to another ICE detention 
center?  □ Yes  □ No 
 

If yes → Did this happen after you filed a grievance, spoke with a staff 
member about an issue, or spoke with other detained people about an 
issue? 

 
14. Have staff used physical force on you?  □ Yes  □ No 

 
If yes → Tell us more about what happened 

 
15. Have staff threatened to use physical force or cause you harm?  □ Yes            

□ No 
 

If yes → Tell us more about what happened 
 

16. Have you experienced coerced or nonconsensual touching or sexual 
advances by staff?  □ Yes  □ No 
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17. Do you worry about COVID-19 now while in ICE custody? □ Yes  □ No 
 

If yes → Please share more about your concerns: 
 

 COVID 
 COVID vaccine 
 COVID booster 
 COVID treatment, including Paxlovid 
 COVID quarantine 
 Other (explain) 

 
18. Is there anything else you would like to share about the conditions you 

are facing in Moshannon? 
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