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The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, by majority vote, calls on the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) and Congress to investigate alleged abusive labor practices at
government- and privately-operated immigration detention centers and require fair
wages for all detainees. Immigration detention center providers currently are required
to pay only a minimum of one dollar per day to detainees who participate in a
“Voluntary Work Program.” 1
The Commission calls for heightened oversight and transparency of the program and
fair compensation for detainees to mitigate the risk of abuse. More detainees are set to
enter the detention system. U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) recently
published notices seeking information on new detention facilities that would house
approximately 4,000 detainees. 2
ICE’s “Voluntary Work Program” is intended to provide immigration detainees
“opportunities to work and earn money.” 3 ICE’s standards set detainee compensation to
at least one dollar per day. 4 The program is based on a 1950 law that allows the U.S.
government to pay non-citizens detained under immigration laws for work performed. 5
Congress originally set the compensation rate to one dollar per day after modeling the
law after the Geneva Convention’s requirement that prisoners of war be paid “a fair
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working rate of pay.” 6 For almost seventy years the compensation rate has not been
increased. 7
Some detention center providers have relied on detainees to perform work required to
maintain and operate detention centers such as:
•
•
•
•

general cleaning, including scrubbing bathrooms, toilets, showers, and windows;
washing laundry;
preparing and serving meals; and
maintenance, operational, barber, and library services. 8

Government- and privately-run detention centers have financial incentives to use
detainee labor to cut costs. 9 In the case of privately-run detention centers, the
Commission is concerned with the added pressure to coerce detainees to perform
necessary labor in order to maximize profits, which is absent from government-operated
facilities. In a deposition, one provider testified that if there were no voluntary workers,
the provider would have to hire additional workers who would have to be paid an hourly
wage to comply with its contract with ICE. 10 One estimate of the cost savings predicted
the company could have spent $125,000 in a one-month period on wages and benefits,
but instead spent $1,680 through the use of detainee labor. 11 These incentives could lead
to detainee abuse in both government-run and private facilities.
Recently, detainees at numerous facilities have alleged being forced to work under
threat of solitary confinement and restraint. 12 In one case a detainee was allegedly
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punished for complaining about unsafe work conditions. 13 In February 2017, a Colorado
federal district court judge certified a first-of-its-kind class action lawsuit against one
provider for alleged violations of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act and unjust
enrichment. 14 Similarly, in September 2017 the State of Washington sued a provider,
claiming violations of state minimum wage laws and unjust enrichment with allegations
that the provider sometimes paid detainees with candy and snacks instead of money. 15
In our 2015 statutory enforcement report, With Liberty and Justice for All: The State of
Civil Rights at Immigration Detention Facilities, the Commission investigated
immigration detention centers, both government-operated centers and those operated
by private, for-profit companies that have contracts with the federal government. 16 The
Commission found numerous detention centers failed to comply with PerformanceBased National Detention Standards (PBNDS), laws, and court orders meant to protect
the constitutional and civil rights of detainees. 17 Moreover, private detention centers do
not have the same level of transparency as government run centers. 18 Nor do private
detention centers necessarily adopt the same standards as federally run ones. 19
For decades, the Commission and its state advisory committees have investigated and
reported on the often negative civil rights implications of our nation’s immigration laws
and policies. 20 The Commission strongly urges Congress to hold a hearing to investigate
labor practices at immigration detention centers, pass legislation requiring all detention
centers to pay a fair wage for detainees, and conduct greater oversight to protect the
rights of working detainees.
Most recently, the DHS Office of Inspector General (OIG) released a report raising
“concerns about the treatment and care of ICE detainees at four facilities” out of the five
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it inspected. 21 Although OIG did not investigate the Voluntary Work Program, it did find
that (1) language services were not always used to facilitate communications with
detainees, (2) some facility staff deterred detainees from filing grievances and did not
thoroughly document resolution of grievances, and (3) staff did not always treat
detainees with respect and professionality and may have misused segregation. 22 All of
these findings can exacerbate conditions that lead to possible detainee abuse under the
program. OIG should investigate alleged abusive labor practices at immigration
detention centers and ICE should immediately revise its 2011 PBNDS to require a fair
wage for detainees participating in the work program to eliminate the incentive for labor
abuses.
Chair Catherine E. Lhamon stated: “DHS and Congress must act swiftly to investigate
and correct any abuses in both private and government-run detention centers. All
detention center providers should be held to the same standard of accountability,
whether they are privately- or government-run.”
#####
The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, established by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, is the
only independent, bipartisan agency charged with advising the President and Congress
on civil rights matters. Our 51 state Advisory Committees offer a broad perspective on
civil rights concerns at state and local levels. The Commission: entering our 7th decade,
a continuing legacy of influence in civil rights. For more information, please visit
http://www.usccr.gov and follow us on Twitter and Facebook.
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