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The United States maintains the world's largest immigration detention system, detaining an
average daily population of nearly 60,000 people in immigration detention.! U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detains people in a network of facilities across
the country where they often endure inhuman conditions, including solitary confinement.?
Solitary confinement is the practice of isolating people in small cells without meaningful

human contact for 22 hours or more per day.?

Over the past decade, the use of solitary confinement in immigration detention has risen at
an alarming rate, with unprecedented numbers of immigrants held in isolation.# Congress
recently authorized a significant increase in funding to expand immigration detention,
which will likely exacerbate this widespread, prolonged use of solitary confinement as

detention capacity increases.s

The effects of prolonged solitary confinement can be lethal, as in the case of Charles Leo
Daniel, who died after spending more than 13 years of his life in solitary confinement in
various detention settings, including almost four years in solitary confinement in ICE
detention.t The adverse health effects of solitary confinement are well-established,
extensively researched, and thoroughly documented across decades of literature,” including
post-traumatic stress disorder, self-harm, elevated suicide risks, lasting brain damage, and
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This report, “Cruelty Campaign: Solitary Confinement in U.S. Immigration Detention,”
authored by faculty and students from Harvard Law School's Empirical Research Services
and the Harvard Immigration and Refugee Clinical Program (HIRCP), the Peeler Immigration
Lab, and Physicians for Human Rights (PHR), provides an updated analysis of solitary
confinement in U.S. immigration detention with an additional regional focus on facilities in

“

New England. It builds on the February 2024 report, “Endless Nightmare": Torture and
Inhuman Treatment in Solitary Confinement in U.S. Immigration Detention,” by the same

authors.™

Based on publicly available ICE data and records obtained through Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA) requests, “Cruelty Campaign” reveals alarming trends in the use of solitary

confinement:

e Over a span of just 14 months, from April 2024 to May 2025, more than 10,500 people were
placed in solitary confinement in immigration detention centers across the United States.

 Inthe first four months of the second Trump presidency, the monthly increase in the use
of solitary confinement was twice the rate observed between 2018 and 2023, and more
than six times higher than during the end of the previous administration.*?

* On average, during the first three months of 2025, solitary confinement placements
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» Notably, the average number of vulnerable individuals subjected to solitary confinement

nationally increased by approximately 56 percent per quarter in fiscal year 2025

compared to 2022, with increasing numbers of individuals experiencing multiple

placements.’

 Individual case analysis in New England reveals systemic use of solitary confinement for

arbitrary and retaliatory purposes, including punishing people for filing grievances;

requesting basic needs like showers; sharing food; or reporting sexual assault, practices

that violate international prohibitions on arbitrary detention independent of duration.?®

A detained perst
Detention Facilit
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Data Shortcomings

This analysis is constrained by fundamental flaws in ICE’s data collection and reporting
systems.” Recent independent analysis has found significant mathematical discrepancies in
ICE detention data, and unexplained facility count changes.?? These systematic reporting
failures mean that the findings in this report, while based on the best available data, may still
underestimate the true scope of solitary confinement abuses, adding another layer to the

transparency and accountability failures that advocates have documented for over a decade.

Sounding the Alarm for Years

This report adds to over a decade of persistent advocacy and research by PHR,?® the National
Immigrant Justice Center,? Solitary Watch,?> whistleblowers,?s and others; investigations,
inquiries, and reports by government oversight bodies,?” independent journalists,?® and
members of Congress;? briefings to high-level government officials;*° and multiple

congressional hearings focused on solitary confinement.?* The 2024 findings presented in

“

Endless Nightmare” Torture and Inhuman Treatment in Solitary Confinement in U.S.

Immigration Detention” revived congressional inquiries, media investigations, and urgency

about ICE’s uce nf enlitarv canfinament 32
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Rather than implementing recommendations to protect vulnerable people and end solitary
confinement, the Trump administration has doubled down on the use of detention. The “One
Big Beautiful Bill Act,” signed on July 4, 2025, more than quadruples ICE'’s detention budget,
which amounts to $45 billion through 2029.35 This massive expansion of resources for a
system already characterized by torturous conditions,* combined with little to no oversight,

creates the conditions for catastrophic human rights violations on an unprecedented scale.

ICE'’s continued lack of transparency hinders a comprehensive assessment of solitary
confinement practices in immigration detention because granular data specific to each
placement is not publicly reported.?” While the new reporting requirements shed additional
light on the use of solitary confinement in immigration detention, publicly released national
data from April 2024 to May 2025 still omit key details, including circumstances and

duration of each solitary placement.3#

Abuse in New England Facilities

Furthermore, the analysis of New England facilities demonstrates that county and state-run

facilities are critical sites for intervention by state policymakers and advocates.*®

This regiona i
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State and local governments should renegotiate contracts with ICE to assert stronger control

over detention standards and accountability measures.

Federal Government:

 ICE must publicly commit to ending solitary confinement entirely through a binding

directive that includes presumptive release for vulnerable populations.

» The president should immediately halt immigration detention expansion at a minimum

and eliminate solitary confinement in all immigration facilities.

 Signthe UN Optional Protocol Against Torture to enable international oversight.

» Congress must defend its constitutional oversight authority against ICE's unprecedented

obstruction by passing emergency legislation to restore unannounced inspection rights,

strengthen civil rights oversight mechanisms, and ratify international monitoring

protocols.

State and Local Government:

» States should pass legislation eliminating or reducing solitary confinement in facilities

within their borders.

e States shc
o State Atto
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A person lights candles during a vigil for people in custody at a nearby U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement

detention center in Portland, Oregon. (Photo by Nathan Howard/Getty Images)
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2 See generallyHarvard Immigration and Refugee Clinical Program, Peeler Immigration Lab,

“e

Physicians for Human Rights,“Endless Nightmare’: Torture and Inhuman Treatment in
Solitary Confinement in U.S. Immigration Detention” (2024)[hereinafter “Endless
Nightmare”]; National Immigrant Justice Center, Physicians for Human Rights, “Invisible in

Isolation”’(2012) [hereinafter “Invisible in Isolation”].

3 The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, Rule 44
(2015), https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-
reform/Nelson_Mandela_Rules-E-ebook.pdf [hereinafter “Mandela Rules”]. ICE maintains
that they do not use solitary confinement but rather “segregation.” However, ICE
“segregation” allows for people to be detained alone in a small cell for at least 22 hours a day,
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Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas and Deputy Director Patrick J. Lechleitner (March 29, 2024),
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34 Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Policy Number 24002, “Review of the Use of
Special Management Units for ICE Detainees” (December 6,2024),
https://assets.aclu.org/live/uploads/2025/04/ICE-Special-Management-Units-for-
ICEDetainees-Policy_Final.pdf, [hereinafter “2024 ICE SMU Directive”].

35 U.S. Congress. One Big Beautiful Bill Act, H.R. 1,119th Cong,, 1st sess., Public Law 119 21,
enacted July 4, 2025, https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1/text.
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asylum from persecution Immigration Detention

is a human right.
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