Boiling behind Bars - Texas Prisons without Air Conditioning to Get a Lot Hotter
by Alleen Brown
Feb. 12, 2022 (abridged) –  Climate and Punishment
The Intercept mapped climate risks for 6,500 detention facilities.  In some already miserable places, the suffering is set to intensify.
During the year Justin Phillips spent in an un-air-conditioned segregation cell at the Coffield Unit, a state prison near Palestine, Texas, the soaring temperatures took a toll.  All but 8 days of June 2018 saw the heat index rise above 110°.  The blood pressure medicine Phillips takes to treat a rare kidney condition made him ill in high heat, so he would skip doses.  At times, he said, guards failed to escort him to take his other medications.
“Someone diagnosed with pauci-immune glomerulonephritis” — Phillips’s diagnosis — “could get in trouble in a hurry if they’re exposed to heat, regardless of medications,” said Aaron Bernstein, an expert on climate and health at Harvard University’s School of Public Health.
With treatment, patients with the condition are expected to have a 75% 5-year survival rate.  By the time he left prison last year, Phillips had end-stage renal failure, and doctors told him the likelihood of surviving 5 years was 40%.  “I feel like they gave me a possible death sentence,” said Phillips, who is now 42, of the Texas prison system.  “I don’t think they care.”
The Coffield Unit is among the hottest places in the nation for incarcerated people, according to an Intercept analysis of extreme heat in more than 6,500 jails, prisons, and detention centers across the U.S.  And it’s getting worse.  As of 2020, Coffield was one of 21 Texas state prisons with no air conditioning, according to public records obtained by the Texas Prisons Air-Conditioning Advocates, an organization Phillips’s wife, Casey, founded.
That he was transferred out of his sweltering cell at all, Justin said, was only due to Casey’s relentless advocacy.  After months of calls, emails, and formal complaints, Justin was transferred to an air-conditioned unit.  4 days before he was moved, the heat index outside the Coffield Unit was recorded at 127°....
Texas is ground zero in the fight over air conditioning in prisons.  Data compiled and analyzed by The Intercept shows that Texas has more jails, prisons, and detention centers impacted by severe to extreme heat than any other state.  9 in 10 of the state’s carceral facilities are in places with more than 50 days a year of 90+° heat indexes; projections show that temperatures will only rise.
The state prison system has spotty air-conditioning coverage at best.  When the information was last made public in 2020, parts or the whole of around 70 Texas prisons, with a combined capacity of 122,000 potential inmates, had no air conditioning.
“If any other Texan doesn’t have AC, they can be in a shaded situation.  They can drink more water.  They can take a shower,” said Ariel Dulitzky, a human rights lawyer at the University of Texas at Austin School of Law and the co-author of a report on heat in prisons.  “Persons deprived of their liberty are under the absolute control of the state.  They cannot do anything.”
The push for air conditioning in Texas prisons is among the 1st fights like it in the nation, but it’s unlikely to be the last.  With the climate crisis raising temperatures across the nation, the battle being waged in Texas will spread.  According to the data reviewed by The Intercept, by the end of the century, 1,000s of prisons across the U.S. — from New Jersey to Minnesota — will experience the kind of heat Texas sees today.  Nobody seems to be ready.  And, as in Texas, easing prisoners’ conditions is unlikely to be at the top of the political agenda....
To assess the dangers of the climate crisis for people behind bars, The Intercept cross-referenced the locations of more than 6,500 detention centers across the U.S. against both historic county-by-county heat data collected by the non-profit Union of Concerned Scientists and the group’s projections for how hot weather will increase.  The group used the heat index, which incorporates humidity, for its data, because an outdoor temperature reading on a thermometer doesn’t capture how the body struggles in humid conditions with high temperatures.
For each county, the group calculated the historical average number of days each year surpassing heat index readings of both 90 and 105°.  According to the National Weather Service, a heat index over 90° merits “extreme caution”; the agency says that over 105 is dangerous.  A prison that lacks air conditioning can be even hotter inside than the outdoor heat index might suggest.
100s of 1,000s of incarcerated people are being subjected to prolonged periods of high heat every year, according to The Intercept’s analysis, which relied on a 2020 Department of Homeland Security register to map jails, prisons, Immigration and Customs Enforcement holding facilities, and juvenile detention centers.  More than 1/3 of the detention facilities in the U.S. have historically had more than 50 days a year, on average, with a heat index above 90°, the data suggests.  That includes nearly every detention facility in Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, and Oklahoma.  There are no federal laws mandating climate control in carceral facilities, and none of those states’ corrections departments require universal air conditioning in state prisons.  Nearly 100 facilities in Texas are located in counties with more than 10 days annually over 105.
Long spells of high heat, though, aren’t the only concern.  Acute health issues can arise from brief temperature spikes, in places where people and infrastructure aren’t prepared to deal with it.  A short but sudden heat wave in the Northeast, for instance, could be more deadly than a prolonged period at the same temperature in Arizona.  Research by Julie Skarha, a graduate affiliate at the Institute at Brown for Environment and Society, shows that a heat index above 90° in a prison in the Northeast can increase mortality as much as 18%....
Jennifer Vanos, an expert on extreme heat at Arizona State University’s School of Sustainability, said, “The people who tend to be most impacted by heat are those who are sick, on medication, or have preexisting conditions that put them at a higher risk of heat death.”
How much future prisoners suffer in the heat — and how many die — will depend on what policymakers do, both to stop runaway global warming and to improve conditions inside carceral facilities.  No amount of greenhouse gas emission cuts will change the fact that existing carceral facilities are about to get hotter.  What’s unclear is how much worse things will get.  That depends on governments’ success in transitioning economies from fossil fuels to energy sources that do not produce greenhouse gases, such as solar or wind energy.
By the end of the century, if massive steps aren’t taken to combat the climate crisis, it’s likely that nearly 3/4 of U.S. carceral institutions will experience more than 50 days a year with a heat index over 90°, levels today associated with hotter regions of the country.  Historically, only 224 facilities in 7 states were in places with more than 10 days over 105°.  By 2100, more than half of the prisons, jails, and detention centers in the U.S. — 3,544 facilities in 32 states — will reach that level.
The impact will be dramatic in both historically hot and cool places.  Facilities in the Midwest, the Northeast, and the Pacific Northwest that are unaccustomed to high heat will begin to see dangerous days over 105° every year.  Other parts of the country will see unprecedented stretches of heat.  No carceral institution today is located in a county with more than 50 days a year at 105°.  But by 2100, almost 700 will be, mostly in Texas, Florida, and Louisiana.
By the end of the century, 1,000s of U.S. detention facilities will see sustained dangerous temperatures — sometimes running more than 50 days a year.  The only way to protect incarcerated people will be for city, county, state, and federal policymakers to act, investing significant resources in installing functioning climate control systems or reducing the number of people in the carceral system.
The fight over air conditioning in Texas prisons, though, shows what it takes to force incremental action on heat in prisons — and the lack of political interest that makes progress so difficult.
In July and August 2011, at least 10 people died of heat-related causes in Texas prisons.  Several of the victims’ families sued Texas in federal district court.  Other suits followed, including one filed by people incarcerated at an un-air-conditioned medical and geriatric prison known as the Wallace Pack Unit....
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