
 
LSG Report: We Can’t Let County Jails Become COVID-19 Hotspots 

 

As we continue to work to stop the spread of COVID-19, we need to change how we conduct certain 

governmental functions. For example, our county jails provide the perfect environment for the 

spread of viruses like COVID-19, with hundreds, if not thousands of people crammed into tight 

spaces, making social distancing impossible. Additionally, our nation’s jails see an incredible 

amount of people cycle through their doors every day. In 2016 there were about  10.6 million jail 

admissions nationwide, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. Similarly, a 2017 study by 

the Marshall Project and The New York Times found that about 200,000 people are booked into 

jails each week across the country, and roughly the same number are released each week.  

 

With those numbers, it is easy to understand why many county officials in Texas have tried to act 

quickly to prevent their jails from becoming hotspots for the spread of the virus. Regrettably, the 

Governor’s March 31st order on jail release muddied the waters and caused unnecessary delay and 

confusion.  

 

First Responders and Jail Staff Affected 

In large counties thousands of people go in and out of jails each day, including first responders, 

jailers, administrators, custodians, and health professionals. In Harris County alone 3,000 

contract workers and jail staff go in and out of the county jail each day. Should the virus spread 

rapidly in jails, those public servants will be at risk along with their families and everyone they 

encounter. Allowing our jails to act as Petri dishes for the virus is unacceptable. 

 

Letting COVID-19 spread through our jails is not just a matter of concern to staff 

and inmates—it affects us all. According to Dr. Esmaeil Porsa, President of Harris Health, if 

only a small percentage of jail staff and inmates contract coronavirus and take up hospital beds, 

they could overwhelm the region’s resources and effectively deny care to others. With shortages 

in personal protection equipment (PPE) and limited hospital beds, we need to do everything 

within reason to limit the places where COVID-19 could rapidly spread. Otherwise, we may not 

have resources available to treat everyone diagnosed with COVID-19. 

 

Local Officials Take the Lead  

In Harris County, County Judge Lina Hidalgo and Sheriff Ed Gonzalez’s decision to decrease the 

jail population is the right decision, in terms of public health and public safety. Using 

compassionate release and increasing the use of personal recognizance (PR) bonds while 

implementing safeguards to prevent the release of anyone who may pose a threat to public safety 

will reduce the likelihood of an even more dramatic increase in COVID-19 cases. Furthermore, 

many of those released could get out of jail if they had only had enough money to make a minimal 

bond payment. Judge Hidalgo and Sheriff Gonzalez Harris County are working hard to get out of 

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji16.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ji16.pdf
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/03/31/why-jails-are-so-important-in-the-fight-against-coronavirus
https://www.click2houston.com/news/local/2020/03/31/epicenter-of-a-catastrophe-judge-to-sign-order-to-release-about-1k-non-violent-offenders-from-harris-county-jail/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/30/us/coronavirus-prisons-jails.html
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/harris-county-jail-inmates-coronavirus-hidalgo-15172131.php?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=HC_DailyHeadlines&utm_term=news&utm_content=headlines
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/harris-county-jail-inmates-coronavirus-hidalgo-15172131.php?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=HC_DailyHeadlines&utm_term=news&utm_content=headlines
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/harris-county-jail-inmates-coronavirus-hidalgo-15172131.php?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=HC_DailyHeadlines&utm_term=news&utm_content=headlines


the “Gordian Knot” created by the Governor’s order before the county Jail becomes a hotspot for 

the virus.  

 

Similarly, Travis County has made efforts to increase the use of PR bonds to limit the number of 

people entering their jails since early March. This, along with other efforts to release non-violent 

inmates, has resulted in Travis County decreasing its  jail population to 1,670 inmates as of March 

31st, a reduction of nearly 600 since the second week of March, according to the Austin American 

Statesman. 

 

The spread of COVID-19 is not limited to large urban counties. One inmate has tested positive at 

Gregg County jail in east Texas. To help prevent their jail from becoming a hotspot, Gregg County 

Sheriff Maxey Cerliano implemented a mitigation plan so the facility now sees “fewer than 10 new 

inmates daily compared with as many as 50 new inmates on some days before the mitigation 

plan.” 

 

The efforts made by Texas local elected officials is in line with what other officials around the 

country have done to slow the spread of the virus. In the nation’s three largest cities for example: 

New York City has released over 650 people, Los Angeles County released 1,700 people in March, 

and Cook County (Chicago) is working to release around 1,000 inmates.  

 

Soon after  the first case of coronavirus was reported in the Harris County jail on March 29th, 

within 10 days there were  20 confirmed cases among the Harris county jail staff. It’s not a 

matter of if or when COVID-19 spreads from our jails into the community, but rather 

a question of how bad it will get.  

 

The Governor’s Order 

In sharp contrast with these efforts by local officials, the Governor has chosen to put politics over 

people by issuing an order to block county jails from releasing inmates that local officials have 

determined pose little or no threat to public safety. Abbott’s order contradicts an existing court 

order, and has caused confusion and delay in the release of inmates in Harris County. In his 

effort to appear tough-on-crime, the Governor’s order could put the health and 

safety of public servants, inmates, and our community at risk. 

 

Following the Governor’s order, civil rights attorneys filed a court motion claiming the Governor’s 

order unconstitutionally discriminates against poor defendants and takes away judges' power to 

make individual release decisions. In response to the Governor’s order 16 Harris County 

misdemeanor judges and civil rights leaders sued the Governor as well this week. Regrettably, 

these delays have already caused some jails to become hotspots for the spread of the disease in 

Texas. In Dallas County, as of  April 5th there were  already 28 confirmed cases (20 

inmates and 8 staff members). 

 

Criminal Justice Ramifications  

It’s important to note that roughly 3/4ths of Texas' county jail population is made up of pretrial 

detainees that have not yet been convicted of a crime and are innocent until proven guilty. 

Furthermore, many of these people are stuck in jail because they are unable to afford to pay for 
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bail. To keep people in jail just because they cannot afford to pay a minimal bond is bad public 

policy during good times and a disastrous policy during a pandemic.  

 

We have already seen the 

disease spread rapidly in 

jails. In New York City jails 

167 inmates and 137 staff 

members had already 

tested positive as of March 

30th according to the New 

York Times. According to The 

Legal Aid Society, the rate of 

infection in NYC jails are 

6.53% compared to 0.84% for 

the City as of April 6th.  

 

Texas Prisons 

Even though there are major 

differences between the administrators and detainees in our county jails compared to those in the 

Texas prison system it should be noted that the virus can spread quickly through our prisons as 

well. According to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, “18 TDCJ employees, staff or 

contractors and 4 offenders in custody who have tested positive for COVID-19” as of April 3rd. 

Additionally, on April 7th TDCJ announced that a TDCJ employee with COVID-19 had died of 

cardiac arrest. 

 

Support Our Local Officials 

Local officials understand their communities and their needs, and they have shouldered the 

responsibility to make tough decisions when state officials, including the Governor, have not. 

During a pandemic, we need to support and empower local officials to do what is necessary to 

keep us safe, not undercut them. 

New York City Jails, New York City, and New York (state) infections per 1,000 
people as of April 6, 2020. Source: The Legal Aid Society 
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