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March 1 , 2020
Todd Ishee
Commissioner of Prisons
North Carolina Department of Public Safety
512 N. Salisbury Street, Raleigh, NC 27604
Dear Commissioner Ishee:
We are a group of advocates and organizations who work on behalf of persons
currently incarcerated in North Carolina and their friends and loved ones. We
write regarding the anticipated spread of COVID-19 to people incarcerated in
North Carolina prisons, and ask you to take immediate action to protect the lives of
incarcerated people in our state.
are particularly vulnerable to the spread of the virus because of prison conditions.
While we appreciate the steps that the Department has taken to date to protect
incarcerated persons, we urge you to follow the advice of public health experts and
take the following additional actions:
Reduce the prison population. We respectfully ask that the DAC compile a
list of persons who should be prioritized for release, either
these
categories are likely to be at heightened risk for serious illness
or death from COVID-19 because of their age or pre-existing medical
conditions. Compiling this list and working with the Parole Commission to
encourage the release of vulnerable incarcerated persons would free up

Provide transparency and access to communication for families. Because
family members can no longer visit with their incarcerated loved ones, it is
essential that the Department be transparent about the spread of
suggest that the
DPS website be updated daily with accurate information
can remain informed
rather than relying on third-hand reports that may be inaccurate.
We also request that indigent persons be given access to additional stamps and
that all incarcerated persons be allowed to make free telephone calls for the
duration of the pandemic. It is likely that many families will be
ones with funds
to make these important calls.
We also ask that any restrictions on dates to order care packages from Union
Supply Direct be lifted so that family members and friends may send their
loved ones food and religious items to help get them through
strategy. We understand that incarcerated persons who are exposed to

or diagnosed with COVID-19 may need to be isolated, but we ask that such isolation be under nonpunitive conditions such that those persons may have continued access to all the privileges that they
otherwise would have in general population, including continued access to call loved ones; have access to
reading materials and items such as puzzles and crafting materials; have access to radio, and television;
and have time to walk in the yard if their conditions allow it.
Provide free access to medical care. While we appreciate that the Department has suspended some
medical co-pays, restricting no-cost sick calls to those cases of symptoms of “fever or respiratory
issues” may be interpreted too narrowly to cover all circumstances where an incarcerated person may
in fact be infected with COVID-19. Similarly, we understand that it may be necessary to defer nonurgent and elective medical treatments and surgeries, but we are concerned that a policy that restricts

copy of that guidance to us for review.
Ensure people who remain incarcerated have access to hygiene supplies. We request that persons
in prison be given increased access to soap, tissue and cleaning supplies and that people have access to
clean laundry on a regular basis. Restrictions on access to soap and hygiene items for indigent
persons are inappropriate and dangerous during this pandemic and those who lack funds to access the
canteen need to be provided with soap and hygiene items upon request.

In order to minimize the risk that COVID-19

temperature check, before starting their shifts.
eager to assist you with the steps outlined above. Please respond to
at the NC Justice Center
by Friday, March 20, 2020 with your proposed plan to address this issue and any requests for assistance from
our organizations. Daniel can be reached via email at danielb@ncjustice.org. Thank you for your leadership
confronting COVID-19 in North Carolina.
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March 1 , 2020
Peg Dorer
Director
North Carolina Conference of District Attorneys
PO Box 3159
Cary, NC 27519
Dear Ms. Dorer,
We write to call upon North Carolina’s District Attorneys to take action to lessen
the harm that will be caused by the inevitable spread of COVID-19 among North
Carolina residents, particularly among the elderly and otherwise vulnerable
individuals, many of whom remain incarcerated in jails, prisons, or other
detention facilities.
Following the announcement of COVID-19 as a global pandemic, Governor
Roy Cooper issued an Executive Order preventing gatherings of more than
100 people1 to limit the spread of the virus, which primarily spreads through
respiratory droplets produced when a person coughs or sneezes within six
feet of another person2. Chief Justice Beasley followed suit by drastically
operations.3 Currently, there are at least 40 North Carolinians who have been
diagnosed with COVID-19. It is a certainty that the number of people infected
across our state will rapidly increase daily. It is clear that the work of the court
system and district attorneys cannot proceed as usual.
We propose several critical actions that protect North Carolina residents,
particularly elderly and vulnerable people in the state. These measures align
with a joint national statement released by a number of elected prosecutors.4
member district attorneys to:
• Dismiss as many pending charges as possible, particularly for nonor otherwise interact with the criminal justice system.
• Move for the immediate release on personal recognizance of all people
held on secured monetary bonds, except for the very few cases where
the person charged poses a serious risk of injury to another person; and
ask that people with pending felonies be placed on pre-trial release.
• File “consent” motions for appropriate relief under NCGS
15A-1420(e) to vacate convictions for elderly and otherwise at-risk
people in prisons and jails who do not pose a high risk of recidivism.
• Suspend prosecution of failures to appear, including
of arrest.

orders

•
due to non-payment and are not required to engage in unnecessary

We, the signatories, and our pro bono attorney networks are ready to act quickly and help district
prioritize engaging other city programs and community partners to ensure you are not alone in this
healthy, and law-abiding.
Thank you for your consideration and leadership. The emerging data is revealing that unless drastic
action is taken immediately to get vulnerable people out of prisons and jails, hundreds—possibly
jails over the coming months.
Please contact Daniel Bowes at the NC Justice Center to arrange a date and time to discuss these
urgent issues by teleconference: danielb@ncjustice.org; (336) 263-7477.
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March 1 , 2020
Dear North Carolina Association of Chiefs of Police Regional President
and Regional Directors,

Wrightsville Beach Police Department
3 Box Sawyer Drive
Wrightsville Beach, NC 28480

:
9 South Main Street, Waynesville, NC 28786
bhollingsed@waynesvillenc.gov

1009 Leonard Avenue, High Point, NC 27250
ken.shultz@highpointnc.gov

218 S Main Street, Red Springs, NC 28377
chiefronpatterson@yahoo.com
PO Box 879, Clayton, NC 27528
bmyhand@townofclaytonnc.org

1500 Blowing Rock Road, Boone, NC 28607
dana.crawford@townofboone.net
PO Box 697, Norwood, NC 28128
james.wilson@norwoodgov.com

215 Pollock Street, Beaufort, NC 28516
p.burdette@beaufortnc.org
301 N Oakum Street, Edenton, NC 27932
henry.king@edentonnc.nc.gov

725 N Cherry Street, Winston Salem, NC 27101
cthompson@wspd.org

PO Box 8369, Duck, NC 27949
jcueto@townofduck.com

We write regarding the massive risk of spread of the Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) to
residents across the state. On March 11, 2020 the World Health Organization declared
COVID-19 a global pandemic1 because of the rapid rate at which the virus has spread
around the world over the past few months. On March 14, 2020, Governor Cooper
issued an Executive Order restricting gatherings of more than 100 people2 to prevent
the spread of the virus, which primarily spreads through respiratory droplets produced
when a person coughs or sneezes within six feet of another person3. On March 15th ,
Chief Justice Beasley issued a mandate drastically reducing court operations, including
4
While there are not currently
any known cases of COVID-19 within the jail population in North Carolina, that is
likely to change as the number of people infected across our state rapidly increases
daily.
Current reporting on jail occupancy rates5 in North Carolina show how the dire
situation posed by COVID-19, could lead to widespread infection across our state:
• 50% of counties exceeded in-county capacity for at least one month; and
• 64% of counties exceeded 90% of in county jail capacity for at least one
month in 2018.
• In 2018 there were, on average, 19,344 people incarcerated in North
Carolina jails on any given day, with most facilities well exceeding the total
of individuals gathered limited by gubernatorial order.
• Seven counties have no in-county jail and are required to transport detainees
across county lines.

• Several counties averaged over-capacity for the entire year of 2018
Immediate action is necessary to prevent the rapid spread of COVID-19 within the criminal justice system.
Acknowledging this risk, states around the country are already taking dramatic steps to reduce the number
of detained individuals currently in jails and reduce the number of new individuals entering the system:
Ohio Jail Releases Hundreds of Inmates Due to Concern of Coronavirus
Spread
Los Angeles is Releasing Inmates Early and Arresting Fewer People Over
Fears of The Coronavirus in Jails
Travis County Judges Releasing Inmates to Limit Coronavirus Spread
Similar action must be taken in North Carolina. We urge you to develop informed, immediately actionable
steps to protect public safety and public health. This must include preventing people from unnecessarily
entering the criminal legal system on the front end. Given the rapid spread of COVID-19 and the close
proximity within which these large populations are housed, we request the following steps be taken to
individuals, and the state at large who will be at risk for transmitting the virus when individuals return to
the community. Recognizing some of these measures fall outside the purview of law enforcement, we urge
Police should cease arrests for all
misdemeanors.
. W urge law enforcement to opt for use of citations rather than
entering jail facilities. Limit
custodial arrests to high-level felonies and violent or DV-related misdemeanors. Even when
necessary to place a person under arrest, have all arrestees screened by a medical provider for
possible COVID-19 exposure before the person is taken to the local
: Individuals currently detained because of inability to meet
bail requirements who pose no threat to the public should be released to reduce jail populations.
: This
includes pretrial supervision, parole, and probation check-ins. No one should be penalized for
the
pandemic.
This includes, but is not limited
to, suspending split sentences and jail weekends.

People in police custody should be given access

It is essential that actors within the criminal legal system coordinate with local public health experts to
limit the risks presented by COVID-19 to people who come into contact with the system. Inadequate
responses will lead to massive spread within and outside jail facilities, and tremendous cost to an already
overburdened medical system. Limiting the number of detained individuals potentially transmitting the
limiting greater spread within North Carolina.
Thank you for your service to North Carolina. We are eager to assist you in taking the steps laid out above.
Please respond to Tarrah Callahan at
by Friday, March 20, 2020.
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