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Oregon is one of four states
to offer shots to its entire
adult inmate population

Associated Press

This week, Florida expanded eligibil-
ity for COVID-19 vaccines to all resi-
dents 16 and older. But across the state,
more than 70,000 people still don't have
access to the vaccine. Those men and
women are state prisoners.

More than half the country has
opened up vaccine eligibility, vastly ex-
panding the ability for most Americans
to get the shots, whatever their age or
medical conditions. But inside prisons,
it a different story: Prisoners, not free
to seek out vaccines, still lack access on
the whole.

Nationwide, fewer than 20% of state
and federal prisoners have been vac-
cinated, according to data collected by
The Marshall Project and The Associ-
ated Press. In some states, prisoners and
advocates have resorted to lawsuits to
get access. And even when they are el-
igible, they aren't receiving important
education about the vaccine.

And if’s not just the prisoners. Public
health experts widely agree that people
who live and work in correctional facili-
ties face an increased risk of contracting
and dying from the coronavirus. Since
the pandemic first reached prisons
in March 2020, about 3 in 10 prison-
ers have tested positive and 2,500 have

Correctional facilities risks

Prisoners still lack access in vaccine rollout

died. Prisons are often overcrowded,
with limited access to health care and
protective gear, and populations inside
are more likely to have preexisting med-
ical conditions.

“This is about a public health strategy;’
said Jaimie Meyer, an associate profes-
sor of medicine and public health at Yale
University. “If you want to see an end to
the pandemic, you've got to vaccinate the
people in the places where there are the
largest clusters and the most cases”

In some facilities, basic supplies like
soap and toilet paper have been scarce,
and mask-wearing is inconsistently
enforced among both prisoners and

Aaron Lavinsky/AP
A red tag hangs on a cell door Jan. 4, signifying an active COVID-19 case for its inhabitants
at Faribault Prison, in Faribault, Minnesota.

guards, including in Oregon.

In some states, vaccine supplies for
prisons have been limited by infrastruc-
ture and by political demands. Even as
more vaccines start to become available
to correction systems, prison officials,
public health experts and prisoner ad-
vocates say there is widespread hesi-
tancy among prisoners over receiving
the vaccine.

According to the CDC, 40% of adults
in the United States have gotten at
least one vaccine shot, and President
Joe Biden has promised that all Amer-
icans will be eligible for vaccination
in April. But vaccination rates behind

bars still trail the general population in
two-thirds of states.

The four states that say they have of-
fered the vaccine to every adult in their
state prisons — Oregon, Massachusetts,
Rhode Island and Virginia — have
seen more prisoners take it, averaging
about 70%. Meyer said that was a posi-
tive sign but likely to be lower in many
other states.

In Georgia, roughly 700 prisoners
had been vaccinated by March 30, ac-
cording to Department of Corrections
spokesperson Joan Heath. That num-
ber, about 1.5% of the states prison
population, is expected to jump by mid-
April, when the agency anticipates re-
ceiving 2,000 doses per week.

“Our goal is to ensure every offender
in our custody is offered and receives
a COVID vaccine;” she said, adding
that the state is asking anyone with
“Incarcerated friends or loved ones, to
encourage them to accept the vaccine
when offered”

In some states, prisoners and advo-
cates have resorted to lawsuits to speed
up the pace of vaccinations. In February,
a federal judge ordered Oregon officials
to offer the vaccine to all state prison-
ers, which the state says it has now done.
Washington state prisoners filed a sim-
ilar lawsuit in late March, demanding
additional protection from correctional
staff who refused the vaccine. Last week,
a New York Supreme Court justice ruled
that the state must vaccinate all people
incarcerated in prisons and jails.
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co-founder Allyship in Action, and Jamie Bowman, co-founder
Central Oregon Transgender Health Coalition.
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One solution for oxygen at home, away, and for travel
Introducing the INOGEN ONE - It's oxygen therapy on your terms

No more tanks to refill. No more deliveries. No more hassles with travel. The INOGEN
ONE portable oxygen concentrator is designed to provide unparalleled freedom

for oxygen therapy users. It's small, lightweight, clinically proven for stationary and
portable use, during the day and at night, and can go virtually anywhere — even

Open to the community at no cost!
RSVP at communityevents@partnersbend.org
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