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Roxbury, MA - As conditions worsen and the number of people testing positive for 
COVID19 rapidly increases inside jails and prisons, community members and public 
health experts agree that releasing people from jails and prisons is essential to save 
lives.  
 
On March 16, Families for Justice as Healing and a coalition of organizations 
representing thousands of people across the state sent a letter to the Governor 
demanding that he use his executive powers to release people from incarceration.  
 
“The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed deep systemic inequities as well as policies and 
practices that have always been unhealthy. For too long, we have relied on the criminal 
legal system as a catch-all response to social problems, trapping our most vulnerable 
residents, breaking up families, and destroying lives. Now is the time to disinvest from 
the criminal legal system and invest in permanent public health infrastructure like 
healing, housing, healthcare, treatment,” the letter states.  
 
A few individuals have been released since the outbreak of COVID-19 but there has 
been no substantial reduction in the population of jails or prisons - and substantial 
reduction of crowded conditions is what is needed to reduce risk. The Supreme Judicial 
Court of Massachusetts issued an order Friday offering narrow relief for some people 
held in pre-trial detention, but excluded many offenses. The court did not order any new 
remedy for people serving sentences. 
 
"In public health we work to prevent death and disease, and we have the knowledge 
here to protect the health of people in prisons and jails – such that not acting on this 



knowledge is unacceptable and inexcusable. Both these individuals and the 
communities and families from which they come – and to which they should return -- 
need adequate protection,” said Dr. Nancy Krieger, social epidemiologist from the T.H. 
Chan School of Public Health at Harvard University. Krieger researches how social 
injustice harms people’s health, including how inequitable systems perpetuate 
inequitable outcomes by race, income, and gender. 
 
The Department of Correction implemented lockdowns in all prisons beginning Saturday 
for at least two weeks. Incarcerated people reported to Families for Justice as Healing 
that they are only given thirty minutes or less out of their cells to shower and use the 
phone. Families for Justice as Healing has also received reports that Correction Officers 
wear masks and gloves inconsistently, and not all incarcerated people have been 
provided masks.  
 
Shanita Jefferson is constantly worried about her mother Angela Jefferson, also at MCI 
Framingham.  “Even though I'm thirty-two,  I still need my Momma. She has been 
incarcerated for the past twenty-eight years. Throughout this time, she has continued to 
be my greatest role model. Not only has she remained the pillar of our family, she has 
continued to be humbled and loving throughout so many trials and tribulations. I have 
my own baby girl now and I pray continuously that she doesn't have to adapt to life in 
prison visiting rooms the way my siblings and I did. We love my mother and need her 
now more than ever.” 
 
Formerly incarcerated women and family members of incarcerated loved ones have led 
three straight weeks of at-home actions resulting in hundreds of calls and emails 
directed at criminal legal system stakeholders to convey the community’s demand to 
release people from incarceration.  
 
“I have been making calls and sending emails everyday because I’m worried about the 
women I did time with and love deeply who are aging and sick. I’m worried about men I 
grew up with who have done decades of time already and are vulnerable because of 
their health conditions,” expressed Stacey Borden, founder of New Beginnings Re-Entry 
Services and member of the The National Council for Incarcerated and Formerly 
Incarcerated Women and Girls. “One of my loved ones was already approved for parole 
but like hundreds of others still hasn’t been granted his release permit. Releasing 
people will save lives. Or people will die waiting.” 
 
Now, 176 medical professionals and public health experts including the Massachusetts 
Public Health Association join community members in their demand for release in a 



letter to Governor Charlie Baker: “Incarcerated people are members of our 
communities. Protecting people who are incarcerated means protecting people who are 
parents, grandparents, spouses, friends and neighbors. A COVID-19 pandemic plan 
that prioritizes release from jails and prisons also protects staff and their families.” The 
demands of local health stakeholders mirror national concerns and expert analysis. An 
article in the April 2020 New England Journal of Medicine called on policymakers to 
flatten the curve of COVID-19 infection in incarcerated populations, with the first 
recommendation being decarceration. 
 
The letter to Governor Baker, signed by public health and medical experts, lists the 
following key demands: 
 

● Release all people in pre-trial detention held on bail and technical violations of 
probation who do not pose a specific threat to public safety 

● Release all people from jails and prisons with less than six month left of their 
sentence 

● Release all people from jails and prisons who are older than 50 years old with 
medical conditions that put them at high risk according to the Center for Disease 
Control  

● Approve all applications for compassionate release  
● Release all people who are the primary caretakers of children, older adults, and 

people with disabilities. 

As Krieger notes, “The conditions of confinement in prisons and jails at the best of times 
in Massachusetts include dozens of health violations. Now, in the worst of times, the 
neglect is not only unhealthy and inhumane, it is immoral. We must act now to ensure 
that people who are incarcerated as well as staff have the opportunity to protect 
themselves, just like anyone else.”  

### 
 

Families for Justice as Healing is based in Roxbury and works to end the incarceration 
of women and girls. Families for Justice as Healing is a member organization of The 
National Council for Incarcerated and Formerly Incarcerated Women and Girls.  


