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PERSPECTIVES

LEAVENWORTH, Kan.
— The city of Leavenworth,
Kan., occupies a mythic
space in American crime, its
name alone evoking a 
shorthand for serving hard
time. 

The federal penitentiary
housed gangsters Al Capone
and Machine Gun Kelly — in
a building so storied that it
inspired the term “the big
house.” 

Now Kansas’ oldest city
could soon be detaining far
less famous people, mi-
grants swept up in President
Trump’s promise of mass
deportations of those living
in the U.S. illegally. 

The federal government
has signed a deal with the
private prison firm Core-
Civic Corp. to reopen a 1,033-
bed prison in Leavenworth
as part of a surge of con-
tracts that U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement
has issued without seeking
competitive bids.

ICE has cited a “compel-
ling urgency” for thousands
more detention beds, and its
efforts have sent profit esti-
mates soaring for politically
connected private compa-
nies, including CoreCivic,
based in the Nashville area
and another giant firm, the
Geo Group Inc., head-
quartered in southern Flor-
ida.

That push faces resist-
ance. Leavenworth filed a
lawsuit against CoreCivic af-
ter it tried to reopen without
city officials signing off on
the deal, quoting a federal
judge’s past description of
the now-shuttered prison as
a “hell hole.” 

The case in Leavenworth
serves as another test of the
limits of the Republican
president’s unusually ag-
gressive tactics to force mi-
grant removals.

To get more detention
beds, the Trump adminis-
tration has modified dozens
of existing agreements with
contractors and used no-bid
contracts. One pays $73 mil-
lion to a company led by for-
mer federal immigration of-
ficials for “immigration en-
forcement support teams”
to handle administrative
tasks, such as helping coor-
dinate removals, triaging
complaints or telling ICE if
someone is a risk to commu-
nity safety. 

Just last week, Geo
Group announced that ICE
modified a contract for an
existing detention center in
southeastern Georgia so
that the company could re-
open an idle prison on 
adjacent land to hold 1,868
migrants — and earn 
$66 million in annual reve-
nue. 

“Never in our 42-year
company history have we
had so much activity and de-
mand for our services as we
are seeing right now,” Core-
Civic Chief Executive Da-
mon Hininger said during an
earnings call last month
with shareholders. 

A tax-cutting and budget
reconciliation measure ap-
proved last month by the
House includes $45 billion
over four years for immi-
grant detention, a threefold

spending increase. 
The Senate is now con-

sidering that legislation.

Emergency declared
to speed contracts

When Trump started his
second term in January,
CoreCivic and Geo had
around 20 idle facilities,
partly because of sentencing
reforms that reduced prison
populations. But the Trump
administration wants to
more than double the exist-
ing 41,000 beds for detaining
migrants to at least 100,000
beds and — if private prison
executives’ predictions are
accurate — possibly to more
than 150,000.

ICE declared a national
emergency on the U.S. bor-
der with Mexico as part of its
justification for authorizing
nine five-year contracts for a
combined 10,312 beds with-
out “Full and Open Compe-
tition.” 

Only three of the nine po-
tential facilities were listed
in ICE’s document: Leav-
enworth, a 2,560-bed Core-
Civic-owned facility in Cali-
fornia City and an 1,800-bed
Geo-owned prison in Bald-
win, Mich. 

The agreement for the
Leavenworth facility hasn’t
been released, nor have
documents for the other two
sites. CoreCivic and Geo
Group officials said recently
on earnings calls that ICE
used so-called letter con-
tracts, meant to speed
things when time is key. 

Charles Tiefer, a contract
expert and professor emeri-
tus of law at the University of
Baltimore Law School, said
letter contracts are ordinari-
ly reserved for minor mat-
ters, not the big changes he
sees ICE making to previous
agreements.

“I think that a letter con-
tract is a pathetic way to
make big important con-
tracts,” he said.

Prison town
becomes priority

CoreCivic’s Leavenworth
facility quickly became a pri-
ority for ICE and the com-
pany because of its central
location. Leavenworth, with
37,000 residents, is only 10
miles west of the Kansas
City International Airport.
The facility would hold men
and women and is within
ICE’s area of operations for
Chicago, 420 miles to the
northeast. 

“That would mean that
people targeted in the Chi-
cago area and in Illinois
would end up going to this
facility down in Kansas,”
said Jesse Franzblau, a sen-
ior policy analyst for the Na-
tional Immigrant Justice
Center.

Prisons have long been
an important part of Leav-
enworth’s economy, employ-
ing hundreds of workers to
guard prisoners held in two
military facilities, the na-
tion’s first federal peniten-
tiary, a Kansas correctional
facility and a county jail
within six miles of City Hall.

Resistance from 
Trump country

The Leavenworth area’s
politics might have been ex-
pected to help CoreCivic.
Trump carried its county by
more than 20 percentage
points in each of his three
campaigns for president.

But skeptical city offi-
cials argue that CoreCivic
needs a special use permit to
reopen its facility. CoreCivic
disagrees, saying that it
doesn’t because it never
abandoned the facility and
that the permitting process
would take too long. Leav-
enworth sued the company
to force it to get one, and a
state judge issued an order
requiring it this month. 

An attorney for the city,
Joe Hatley, said the legal
fight indicates how much ill

will CoreCivic generated
when it held criminal sus-
pects there for trials in fed-
eral court for the U.S. Mar-
shals Service.

In late 2021, CoreCivic
stopped housing pretrial de-
tainees in its Leavenworth
facility after then-President
Biden, a Democrat, called on
the U.S. Department of Jus-
tice to curb the use of private
prisons. In the months be-
fore the closure, the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union
and federal public defenders
detailed stabbings, suicides,
a homicide and inmate
rights violations in a letter to
the White House. CoreCivic
responded at the time that
the claims were “false and
defamatory.”

Vacancies among correc-
tional officers were as high
as 23%, according to a De-
partment of Justice report
from 2017. 

“It was just mayhem,” re-
called William Rogers, who
worked as a guard at the
CoreCivic facility in Leav-
enworth from 2016-20. He
said repeated assaults sent
him to the emergency room
three times, including once
after a blow to the head that
required 14 staples. 

Critics include 
a federal judge

When Leavenworth sued
CoreCivic, it opened its law-
suit with a quote from U.S.
District Judge Julie Rob-
inson — an appointee of
President George W. Bush, a
Republican — who said of
the prison: “The only way I
could describe it frankly,
what’s going on at CoreCivic
right now is it’s an absolute
hell hole.”

The city’s lawsuit de-
scribed detainees locked in
showers as punishment. It
said that sheets and towels
from the facility clogged up
the wastewater system and
that CoreCivic impeded the

city police force’s ability to
investigate sexual assaults
and other violent crimes.

The facility had no in-
mates when CoreCivic gave
reporters a tour this year,
and it looked scrubbed top
to bottom and the smell of
disinfectant hung in the air. 

During the tour, when
asked about the allegations
of past problems, Misty
Mackey, a longtime Core-
Civic employee who was
tapped to serve as warden
there, apologized for past
employees’ experiences and
said the company officials
“do our best to make sure
that we learn from different
situations.”

ICE moves quickly
across the U.S.

Besides CoreCivic’s
Leavenworth prison, other
once-shuttered facilities
could come online near ma-
jor immigrant population
centers, from New York to
Los Angeles, to help Trump
fulfill his deportation plans. 

ICE wants to reopen ex-
isting facilities because it’s
faster than building new
ones, said Marcela Hernan-
dez, the organizing director
for the Detention Watch
Network, which has organ-
ized nationwide protests
against ICE detention. 

Counties often lease out
jail space for immigrant de-
tention, but ICE said some
jurisdictions have passed or-
dinances barring that.

ICE has used contract
modifications to reopen
shuttered lockups such as
the 1,000-bed Delaney Hall
Facility in Newark, N.J., and
a 2,500-bed facility in Dilley,
Texas, offering no explana-
tions why new, competitively
bid contracts weren’t
sought. 

The Newark facility, with
its own history of problems,
resumed intakes May 1, and
disorder broke out at the fa-

cility Thursday night. New-
ark Mayor Ras Baraka, a
Democrat who previously
was arrested there and ac-
cused of trespassing, cited
reports of a possible upris-
ing, and the Department of
Homeland Security con-
firmed four escapes. 

The contract modifica-
tion for Dilley, which was
built to hold families and re-
sumed operations in March,
calls its units “neighbor-
hoods.” 

The financial details for
the Newark and Dilley con-
tract modifications are
blacked out in online copies,
as they are for more than 50
other agreements ICE has
signed since Trump took of-
fice. ICE didn’t respond to a
request for comment.

From idle prisons 
to a ‘gold rush’

Private prison executives
are forecasting hundreds of
millions of dollars in new
ICE profits. Since Trump’s
reelection in November,
CoreCivic’s stock has risen
in price by 56% and Geo’s by
73%.

“It’s the gold rush,”
Michael A. Hallett, a profes-
sor of criminal justice at the
University of North Florida
who studies private prisons.
“All of a sudden, demand is
spiraling. And when you’re
the only provider that can
meet demand, you can
pretty much set your terms.”

Geo’s former lobbyist
Pam Bondi is now the U.S.
attorney general. It antici-
pates that all of its idle pris-
ons will be activated this
year, its executive chairman,
George Zoley, told share-
holders.

CoreCivic, which along
with Geo donated millions of
dollars to largely GOP can-
didates at all levels of gov-
ernment and national politi-
cal groups, is equally opti-
mistic. It began daily talks
with the Trump administra-
tion immediately after the
election in November,
Hininger said. 

CoreCivic officials said
ICE’s letter contracts pro-
vide initial funding to begin
reopening facilities while the
company negotiates a long-
er-term deal. The Leav-
enworth deal is worth $4.2
million a month to the com-
pany, it said in a court filing.

Tiefer, who served on an
independent commission
established to study govern-
ment contracting for the
Iraq and Afghanistan wars,
said that ICE is “placing a
very dicey long-term bet” be-
cause of its past problems
and that the agency is giving
CoreCivic “the keys to the
Treasury” without competi-
tion. 

But financial analysts on
company earnings calls have
been delighted. When Core-
Civic announced its letter
contracts, Joe Gomes, of the
financial services firm Noble
Capital Markets, responded
with, “Great news.”

Hollingsworth and Hanna
write for the Associated
Press and reported from
Leavenworth and Topeka,
Kan., respectively. AP
writers Joshua Goodman in
Miami and Morgan Lee, in
Santa Fe, N.M., contributed
to this report.

ICE signs deals for more detention beds
Private prison firms are landing no-bid contracts. One city in Kansas is pushing back.

THE federal government has signed a deal with CoreCivic Corp. to reopen a prison in Leavenworth, Kan.
Nick Ingram Associated Press
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AHMEDABAD, India —
Navin Chaudhary had just
begun eating his meal when
a loud bang startled him. He
turned back to see a massive
fire taking over the dining
area where he and other
trainee doctors had assem-
bled for lunch.

The blaze approaching
him, he rushed toward a win-
dow and jumped.

From the ground, the
sight of the Air India plane’s
tail cone hanging from the
burning building propelled
Chaudhary and fellow medi-
cal students into action.

“There was fire and many
were injured,” Chaudhary
said. 

He said he felt lucky to be
alive but knew he had a task
at hand. He rushed to the
hospital’s intensive care

unit, where the injured, most
of whom had burns, were
wheeled in on stretchers.

“I felt that as a doctor I
could save someone’s life,”
he said. “I was safe. So I
thought, whatever I can do, I
should.”

At least 270 died when
the Air India flight crashed
into the campus of a medical
college in Ahmedabad
shortly after takeoff Thurs-
day. Only one passenger
among the 242 people
aboard survived. At least 29
others on the ground, in-
cluding five medical stu-
dents inside the hostel, were
also killed.

Many believe that the
death toll would have been
higher if it had not been for
the intervention of the train-
ee doctors and students who
emerged from the smolder-
ing hostel and rushed to save
their colleagues.

Akshay Zala, a senior
medical student, said the

crash felt “like an earth-
quake.”

“I could hardly see any-
thing as thick plumes of
smoke and dust engulfed
everything. I was barely able
to breathe,” he said.

Zala rushed to safety,
running through dust and
smoke. He cleaned and
bandaged a wound on his
left leg, then joined others at
the medical college’s trauma
center to treat the injured.

On Monday, the crash
site teemed with excavators
and workers clearing the de-
bris. Officials inspected the
building in search of clues
that could enable the inves-
tigators to figure out what
led to the crash.

Less than a mile away,
trainee doctors who sur-
vived one of India’s worst
aviation disasters were still
working to identify the vic-
tims through DNA testing.

Indian authorities have
so far handed over the re-

mains of 47 victims. The bod-
ies of 92 others have also
been identified through
DNA matching and will be
transferred to relatives
soon.

College dean Minakshi

Parikh said that many of the
doctors who pulled their col-
leagues out of the debris lat-
er that day went back to
their duties to save as many
lives as they could. “They did
that and that spirit has con-

tinued till this moment,”
Parikh said.

Images of the hostel’s
dining area shortly after the
crash showed parts of the
aircraft and pieces of lug-
gage strewn on the floor.
Plates with food lay on the
few dusty tables that were
unscathed by the impact.

“So that is human nature,
isn’t it? When our own peo-
ple are injured, our first re-
sponse is to help them,”
Parikh said.

“So the doctors who
managed to escape ... the
first thing that they did was
they went back in and dug
out their colleagues who
were trapped inside.” 

“They might not even
have survived because the
rescue teams take time com-
ing,” she added.

Associated Press writers
Ganguly and Nagpal
reported from Ahmedabad
and Hussain from Srinagar.

Doctors offer aid after Air India crash on their campus 
By Shonal Ganguly, 

Aijaz Hussain 

and Piyush Nagpal

NAVIN Chaudhary and other trainee doctors helped
save lives after surviving Thursday’s crash in India.
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