
Honorable Charlie Baker 

Governor of Massachusetts 

Boston, Massachusetts 

 

March 30, 2020 

 

Dear Governor Baker, 

  

We are internal medicine physicians in the Boston area who serve a diverse group of patients from all walks 

of life. We now practice on the front lines of the COVID-19 pandemic, taking care of infected patients in 

respiratory failure in the emergency room, medical floors, and intensive care units. 

 

As we prepare for and witness a startling rise in our case load of COVID patients, we are seeing firsthand the 

ferocity and harms of the pandemic. With growing urgency, we encourage you to take action that will 

facilitate social distancing amongst some of our most vulnerable patients - the incarcerated population - in an 

effort to protect their lives as well as public health and safety. Specifically, we want to emphasize the 

recommendations recently proposed to you by the Building Up People Not Prisons coalition led by 

Families for Justice as Healing and strongly urge you to release as many people as possible from 

jails and prisons and stop the flow of people into jails and prisons. 

 

In our role as doctors, we take care of anyone and everyone who enters the doors of our clinics and hospital. 

As COVID-19 has demonstrated, illness and contagion are indiscriminate, affecting our neighbors of all 

nationalities, races, ages, and socioeconomic status. Our hospital beds are becoming overwhelmed, and soon, 

we may be tasked with difficult decisions about rationing medical care, even as we put our own lives on the 

line to take care of patients. Social distancing is one of the best tools we have to halt the virus’ spread, and we 

commend your recent efforts to limit large gatherings to less than 25 people and encourage individuals and 

families to stay at home.  

 

However, not all are able to practice social distancing the way it is most effective. Some, such as those 

members of the community who are incarcerated, are especially vulnerable to the health impact of close 

quarters and limited health care access. Far more than 25 people are locked inside jails and prisons at any 

given time. Locked down facilities - in particular jails, which have a highly transitory population with many 

inmates cycling in and out with short sentences - have incredibly high infection rates, and have historically 

been prone to outbreaks of contagious diseases like mumps, measles, and tuberculosis. Incarcerated people 

already have limited access to medical care, basic hygiene practices, and preventative health measures, 

increasing their risk for severe infection from COVID-19. And many facilities do not have enough cleaning 

supplies, soap, and sanitizer for the scope of the current pandemic. An outbreak in one of Massachusetts’ 

correctional facilities would be catastrophic not just for inmates but for their officers, lawyers, and visitors - 

and by extension, hundreds of community members who come into contact with these individuals. 

Mobilizing the health system to test, transport, and treat such a density of cases would require immense 

resources. Yet in our work on the front lines, we are already operating with alarming scarcity of these very 

resources, from test kits to personal protective equipment to life-saving ventilator machines.  

 

People in jails and prisons and their families deserve health and dignity, and their well-being must be a part of 

the Commonwealth’s pandemic response. Furthermore, from a public health perspective, their health and 

well-being have a direct impact on our collective health and well-being, now more than ever. 

  



A plan to immediately release people from jail and prison and prevent more people from being 

incarcerated is the best possible protection against the virus for incarcerated people, staff of 

facilities, court employees, lawyers, families of people involved with the criminal legal system, and 

our communities. And when people are released from incarceration during and after the pandemic, they 

need and deserve access to healing, housing, healthcare, and treatment so they can rebuild their lives, 

contribute to society, and social distance effectively. 

 

On March 10, you issued an Executive Order declaring a State of Emergency pursuant to the powers 

provided by Chapter 639 of the Acts of 1950 and Section 2A of Chapter 17 of the General Laws. Chapter 

639 of the Acts of 1950 also grant that the Governor “shall have and may exercise such authority relative to 

any or all of the following: (a) Health or safety of inmates [sic] of all institutions.”   

 

To reduce the likelihood of an outbreak in our jails and prisons, we ask that you use your powers to 

immediately release incarcerated individuals who can live safely in the community. We ask that you grant 

clemency to incarcerated individuals who are particularly susceptible to poor outcomes with COVID-19, 

including but not limited to: those who are pregnant, those who are older than 60, and those who have 

respiratory illness, cancer, HIV/AIDS, diabetes, or other chronic medical conditions. We ask that you grant 

permission for all eligible people to be paroled and subsequently released. People who have less than six 

months to serve on their sentence should also be released. 

 

To prevent the spread of COVID-19 from the community into jails and houses of correction, we ask that you 

suspend arrests for minor infractions, drug offenses, charges related to sex work, and crimes of survival that 

are a direct result of the pandemic; limit in-person interactions by citing and releasing instead of arresting and 

detaining as well as suspending in-person probation and parole appointments and reporting requirements. 

Housing individuals is an essential component of protecting the entire community; therefore we ask that you 

order cities and towns to make unoccupied housing and hotels available to homeless people and people 

transitioning from incarceration as well as establish safe handwashing stations, toilets, drinking water stations, 

and food sources for those who are homeless. 

 

Such measures will enhance social distancing, protect the lives of our most vulnerable neighbors, and almost 

surely reduce the surge of cases that threatens to overwhelm Massachusetts’ medical infrastructure. In this 

moment of crisis, we have an opportunity to take immediate action that will protect all of us from infection in 

the short-term, and improve our shared quality of life in the long-term. Let us be remembered for the ways in 

which we stepped up on behalf of our shared humanity. Now is the time to disinvest from the criminal legal 

system - and invest in public health. The steps we take now will define the course of this pandemic.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Radhika Jain, MD  Cody Cichowitz, MD   Arielle Elmaleh-Sachs, MD 

Javier Suarez, MD  Rashmi Jasrasaria, MD   Rebecca Abelman, MD 

Jiby Yohannan, MD  Logan Adams, MD   Eftitan Akam, MD 

Sejal Hathi, MD   Sarah Axelrath, MD    Justin Becker, MD 

Emily Moin, MD  Vladislav Fomin, MD   Suellen Li, MD 

Akhila Narla, MD  Daniel Amponsah, MD   Brett Doliner, MD 

Krystle Leung, MD  Emilia Thurber, MD, MPH  Rahul Nayak, MD 

Daniel Gromer, MD  Darshali Vyas, MD   Mubeen Shakir, MD 

Nora Abo-Sido, MD  Blair Robinson, MD, MPH  Pooja Yerramilli, MD 

Kathryn Himmelstein, MD Katie Miller, MD 


