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Abstract 

  

During the last year, I have conducted secondhand and firsthand research on the topic of 

the private prison system and the power they have effecting incarceration laws in the 

Unites States, specifically in consideration of anti-immigration policy and the detention 

of undocumented immigrants. I started with scholarly research on the history of 

privatization, and conducted interviews with professionals in Tucson to localize the issue, 

and learn about Arizona’s use of private prisons. In the end, I found what I feel is a toxic 

cycle of private corporations profiting from anti-immigration policies that they are 

simultaneously paying to have enforced through lobbying and campaign contributions. 

This brought me to the conclusion that as long as powerful parties can profit from 

undocumented immigration, the U.S. will have no reason to work towards reform. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The idea for this project flourished from a desire to study the United State’s current 

immigration crisis and the recent influx of undocumented immigrants from Mexico and 

South America. I wanted to take the opportunity to cover an important, political story 

while it was happening in my backyard. 

 

The topic of undocumented immigration is extremely broad. I knew I would have to 

narrow my focus in order to be able to delve into the subject, comprehensively study it, 



and produce a quality project. This first step alone proved difficult. However, as I began 

to research immigration issues in the state of Arizona, the topic of private prisons quickly 

came to my attention. I never knew for-profit prison companies existed. I always thought 

prisons were state or federally owned and operated. As I did more preliminary research, I 

found I was like many U.S. citizens, in the dark about its country’s use of the private 

sector in this regard. 

 

While the use of private prisons isn’t common knowledge for the average person, it is 

still surprisingly researched and published. The book, Private Prisons: Cons and Pros by 

Charles H. Logan introduced the debate over for-profit prisons that have existed since the 

founding of the first corporation. 

 

Once I had a thorough knowledge of the topic, I had to identify local professionals that 

would be able to represent different sides of the discussion. This took more research, as 

well as networking. I finally found Caroline Isaacs at American Friends Service 

Committee, who is a specialist on the topic of private prisons and is very active in protest 

and public education.  

 

Isaacs was an invaluable resource. She pointed me towards many more resources, 

including studies and more people that would be willing to talk to me on the subject. It 

was because of her that I found my other two interviews, and understood the complicated 

relationship that private prison companies have with profiting from immigration, while 

also influencing the country’s policy and efforts at reform.  



I was lucky to find Pima County Public Defender, Margo Cowan, who was able to 

describe the legal path an immigrant would experience. Cowan also informed me on the 

various immigration clinics that take place in Tucson, where I may be able to find 

someone who would share their first-hand account at being processed through operation 

streamline and finally being held in a detention center. While I did meet a couple of 

immigrants, I did not find anyone who was willing to reveal themselves and their story on 

film. This was a disappointment, but being able to interview former Senator Dennis 

DeConcini was an unexpected success.  

 

I finished production in early April and started editing together my interviews and 

footage, which is a lengthy process of editing and re-editing back and forth between the 

script and the footage. This was by far the hardest story I’ve had to tell through film, but 

after many hours of work, I have a short documentary that came out of it – Culpable: 

How The Private Prison Industry Profits From Undocumented Immigration 

(https://mollybakermedia.wordpress.com/multimedia/).  

  

Introduction 

 

The United States has had a long and dramatic relationship with its neighbor to the South, 

Mexico. Illegal immigration has been an issue that has affected this country’s economy, 

for better and worse, and divided political parties for decades. After 9/11, the U.S. was 

awakened to the very real threat of terrorism, and reacted with anti-immigration laws, and 



increased border patrol forces (Cowan). The border fence was extended longer and taller, 

physically separating the two countries. 

 Today it is considered a criminal offense to enter the country without inspection. 

As a result, undocumented immigrants are the fastest growing segment of the prison 

population, fueling the demand in for-profit prisons. I started by reading articles from 

news outlets like The Huffington Post and The New York Times.  

 

 

The Privatization of Prison 

 

Private prisons became a popular alternative to federal prisons in the 1980s when the 

inmate population was growing at faster rates than facilities could be built. Some federal 

prisons were as much as 73% over capacity, and privatization offered a cheaper, 

expedited path to housing (Logan 8).  

 

Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) is the largest for-profit prison company in the 

country. It operates over 60 facilities with a total of more than 86,000 beds. 

 

 Former Arizona Senator and Current CCA shareholder, Dennis DeConcini says CCA 

provides a valuable service that many states can’t afford. 

 



“When they don’t spend the money to build prisons, they have to take care of these 

people,” says DeConcini. “They have a constitutional right no matter what crime they’ve 

been convicted of.” 

 

Arizona is home to one of CCA’s largest detention centers in the country. The Eloy 

Detention Center holds 1,596 inmates at capacity, most of which are undocumented 

immigrants serving a sentence for entering the United States without inspection (Isaacs).  

 

Instead of paying upfront to build facilities and employ guards, the state signs contracts 

guaranteeing a specific amount of money to the corporation. State contracts with CCA 

require a certain number of beds be full at all times, and the state pays a set amount 

whether the beds are in use or not. 

 

Program Director at Arizona Friends Service Committee, Caroline Isaacs says Arizona 

has 6 private facilities with three different companies.  

 

“We have not in our analysis found anything under a 90% bed guarantee in any of the 

contracts that the state of Arizona holds with private prison companies,” explains Isaacs. 

“So that means they are guaranteeing the company that they will keep those beds 90, 95, 

99, in some cases 100% full, or they’ll pay them regardless, as if they were full.” 

 



Whether or not private prisons actually do save the state money is continuously debated. 

Most private facilities work with low to medium security inmates. Specifically, because 

they are cheaper to house, and only a few guards are needed for every hundred prisoners. 

 

The argument against privatization is that they promote incarceration of people, rather 

than offering deferral programs to decrease the U.S. prison population. They have also 

been known to be less humane, in an effort to cut costs. For example, supplying the bare 

minimum of food requirements to inmates, and many cases of medical malpractice. 

 

The Eloy Detention Center, specifically, is known nationally for a high number of inmate 

deaths, says Isaacs. 

 

“Eloy has come under some very serious scrutiny from human rights groups -- the 

ACLU, immigrant advocates -- because it was found to have the highest number of 

immigrant detainee deaths of any U.S. detention center,” says Isaacs. “It was something 

like 18 deaths over several years. The conditions there have been criticized as being quite 

inhumane and strict.” 

 

U.S. Immigration & Naturalization Service was the first agency to contract with a private 

prison company for detention facilities to hold undocumented immigrants, but today’s 

numbers of detained undocumented immigrants are at an unprecedented high (Isaacs). 

This is partly due to the instatement of Operation Streamline, and other anti-immigration 

policies. 



Operation Streamline 

 

The anti-immigration policy known as Operation Streamline was implemented in 2005 

and requires that all undocumented immigrants encountered along the southern border be 

detained and prosecuted in federal court. 

 

Before Operation Streamline, these cases were handled in civil immigration court. 

Undocumented immigrants that were not being charged with anything except being in the 

country illegally were deported without serious penalty.  

 

Now these cases are heard in federal criminal court. Under new law, entering the country 

without inspection is now a criminal misdemeanor, while any re-entry is a felony. 

 

Dennis DeConcini believes Operation Streamline is less about stopping illegal 

immigration and more about the government trying to prove to the public that it is doing 

its job. 

 

 “The Justice Department in Washington, D.C., has decided that in order to demonstrate 

that they are enforcing the immigration laws, they’re going to get as many convictions as 

they can of people who are here illegally,” says DeConcini. 

 



In the Tucson sector alone, about 70 people are prosecuted through Operation Streamline 

on a daily basis. The usual due process is expedited with plea agreements and mass 

prosecutions. 

 

“You don’t see rigorous defense in the streamline proceeding,” says Pima County Public 

Defender, Margo Cowan. “What you see is the lawyers that tell their clients, ‘Well, 

you’re Mexican and you went in through the desert, so you’ve got to be guilty of this 

charge, so you’ve got to plead guilty.’” 

 

Defendants are brought in seven at a time, chained together, shackled, and handcuffed. 

Program Director at Arizona Friends Service Committee, Caroline Isaacs says the 

proceedings take a matter of minutes: 

 

“Basically, the judge says, ‘Jose Garcia, did you cross the border on this day?’  

 ‘Si’  

 ‘Have you been advised of your rights?’   

 ‘Si.’  

 ‘How do you plead?’ 

  ‘Culpable.’  

 And boom, boom, boom, right down the line, they shuffle them out the door.” 

 

Cowan also says Operation Streamline is based on the idea that immigration can be 

stopped with punishment. 



 

“And the punishment is severe,” says Cowan. “They become immediately federal felons. 

So, it doesn’t matter if they have U.S. citizen kids. It doesn’t matter if their spouse is a 

U.S. citizen. They can never, ever enter the United States lawfully.” 

 

According to Operation Streamline: Drowning Justice and Draining Dollars along the 

Rio Grande, a study conducted by the Grassroots Leadership Organization, Operation 

Streamline has increased the rates of detention, prosecution, and incarceration of 

undocumented immigrants to numbers never seen before, as well as propelled the 

expansion of the for-profit prison system (Buentello).  

 

 

The Power of For-Profit Prison Companies 

 

While CCA Employees are not allowed to make personal donations to political 

campaigns, the corporation as a whole has spent $23 million in lobbying over the last 

decade (Kirkham). In their 2010 Annual report, CCA also acknowledged their 

dependence on strict immigration enforcement, as well as other pro-incarceration 

policies: 

“The demand for our facilities and services could be adversely affected by the 
relaxation of enforcement efforts, leniency in conviction of parole standards and 
sentencing practices through the decriminalization of certain activities that are 
currently proscribed by our criminal laws. For instance, any changes with respect 
to drugs and controlled substances or illegal immigration could affect the number 
of persons arrested, convicted, and sentenced, thereby potentially reducing the 
demand for correctional facilities to house them” (Corrections Corporation of 
America 2013).” 



  

Promoting policies that lead to higher rates of incarceration lead to greater profits for 

their company. 

 

As Isaacs explains, CCA is required to report how much money they publicly trade, but 

nothing else. 

 

“Now who that money went to, where – that, they don’t have to disclose,” says Isaacs. 

“It’s a lot harder to track down where they’re exerting that influence. Certainly, by all 

accounts, a lot of it has been spent on Capitol Hill around comprehensive immigration 

reform.” 

 

A report done by the Justice Policy Institute, called Gaming The System, explains the 

private prison lobbying strategy with a triangle diagram, or the three different ways these 

companies exert their influence (Ashton). 

 

The first such strategy is “Campaign Contributions,” or very simply, monetarily 

supporting politicians with strict incarceration policies that line up with their own ideals 

(Ashton). 

 

The second point on the triangle, “Lobbying” is more complicated. Caroline Isaacs 

explains it as manipulating state contracts, budgets, and legal policies. 

 



“They will employ lobbyists in a given state and at the federal level to go talk with 

Legislators, US Congress, Senators, both about contracts, the deferral budget, as well as 

various kinds of legislation that can also benefit their clients,” says Isaacs. 

 

The third approach is loosely interpreted as “Relationships,” which Isaacs describes as 

the revolving door between the public and private sector. 

 

“You have ‘Senator so-and-so’ retires from public life, goes to work for one of these 

lobbying companies and uses all of their relationships and influence to advance that 

company’s agenda,” says Isaacs. “And the flip side of that is also very interesting. You’ll 

see folks that have represented, or are currently representing corporations in various 

positions in the government. This was illustrated in 2010 when we were debating SB-

1070, Arizona’s very controversial anti-immigration legislation. At the time, our 

governor’s top advisors were both current and former lobbyists for CCA.” 

 

Dennis DeConcini, who was on the CCA board of directors, says CCA has strict rules on 

employees trying to influence political policies. 

 

“Certainly we benefit from the results of tougher laws,” says DeConcini. “We realize that 

is not good public relations. We need the public to want to support our company. We 

want them to buy our stock. We want them to invest in a private company. People invest 

in a private company if they make money, and if they don’t make some terrible scandal 



or reputation. That’s when they lose money. CCA makes money, and wouldn’t make 

money if it was legitimately convicted or prosecuted for lobbying.” 

 

However, DeConcini, who has 18 years experience in the political environment of the 

Senate, also acknowledges that there are plenty of ways for companies and employees to 

get around lobbying laws. 

 

“When you’re in a political environment, you have a lot of ways to donate to political 

leaders without it coming from your organization,” explains DeConcini. “You get your 

brother to do it. You get your spouse to do it. Now, it’s against the law if you give them 

the money to do it, but it’s not against the law if I ask my son to give money to a 

legislator who supports private prisons and he agrees. That happens whether you’re for or 

against the lobbying industry.” 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Truth be told, this project did not end up how I would have liked. I started off with all the 

confidence in the world that I would be able to find interviews to reflect both sides of the 

debate, get enough footage of the Eloy Detention Center; and most importantly to me, 

find an immigrant that would share their story and humanize a politicized issue. 

However, none of these things happened. 

 



I ran into my first barrier when I went to film the Eloy Detention Center and was 

immediately confronted and escorted off the premises. I had called many times 

previously to try and get permission, but my calls were never returned. This was the 

beginning of what I realized was going to be a battle to get any kind of transparency from 

Corrections Corporation of America. 

 

Not having access to the Eloy Detention Center or an employee of CCA, raised the 

question of objectivity. I had numerous people willing to talk to me about why they 

oppose the use of private prisons, but Dennis DeConcini was the only person who 

explained why he supported the for-profit prison system. I reached out to the warden of 

the Eloy Detention Center as well as the Arizona State Department of Corrections, but 

received no response.  

 

Given my journalistic education on subjectivity, I worried that not having the same 

number of voices on each side of the debate would turn my piece into more of a 

propaganda piece than informational. In the end, I had to be okay with knowing I had put 

effort into letting both sides tell their story, and if they weren’t responsive, after awhile, 

there was nothing else I could do but move forward with the people that were willing to 

work with me.  

 

The biggest disappointment was not finding an immigrant to share their story. It was 

understandable that no one would want to share such a personal story, and one that could 

put him or her in danger with the law. I really wanted to put a face to the huge population 



of undocumented immigrants that come to the U.S. simply to survive. I did meet people 

like this, and talked to them briefly about their experience, but unfortunately, they didn’t 

feel comfortable speaking on a public platform. Had I more time and resources, I’m 

confident I would have eventually found someone. 

 

Meeting people who were experiencing this hardship first hand was what motivated me 

to keep going with this project, despite the many disappointments. People standing on a 

corner waiting all day for the possibility of getting picked for a job, that may or may not 

come, was a situation I had read about and seen recreated in movies, but it wasn’t real 

until I experienced it actually happening. It saddens me that our laws have scared into 

silence the very people that could be a main force of change. 

 

 I hope the video I have produced will help to educate the people that view it, but I also 

know that it is just the surface of a much deeper, institutionalized issue.   
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