
In April 2020, several medically vulnerable detained immigrants at Irwin County Detention Center and Stewart Deten-
tion Center, represented by Asian Americans Advancing Justice-Atlanta, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and Kilpatrick 
Townsend filed a petition for habeas corpus and complaint for injunctive relief in the Middle District of Georgia, alleging 
that their detention was unconstitutional because it exposed them to an unreasonable and potentially deadly risk of contract-
ing COVID-19.  The petition included allegations about the individuals’ underlying health conditions, unmet medical needs, 
and experiences begging for medical treatment, as well as the jails’ failure to address the risk of mass transmission. During 
the litigation, other detained individuals also agreed to testify about similar experiences with poor medical care and ICE’s 
failures to protect them from COVID-19. The following are the petitioners’ and other individuals’ experiences at Irwin from 
April — July 2020 in their own words.

PETITIONERS ARE AT HIGH RISK FOR SEVERE ILLNESS FROM COVID-19 AND THEIR 
MEDICAL NEEDS GO UNMET AT IRWIN
Ansumana Jammeh (diagnosed with diabetes requiring insulin, regular blood pressure checks, and a special diet):  
“[Medical sta� ] erroneously tell me that I am not in the system as ‘diabetic.’… [I was told] that I should not even bother com-
ing to medical, because I am ‘not’ diabetic and [medical] won’t do anything to correct this mistake.” The pill cart comes “once 
a day, at 4am when everyone is sleeping … I am on the second floor of my dorm unit, so getting my pills has become a race 
against the clock. If I take even a few extra minutes to make it to the door where the pill cart is located, I lose my chance to 

 
“Since I arrived at [Irwin] in December 2019, I have been consistently asking for an inhaler for my asthma. I repeatedly ex-
plained that I su�er from asthma, struggle to breathe, and feel pressure on my chest … Despite this, I received an inhaler for 
the first time on approximately Monday, April 11.”

Nilson Fernando Barahona Marriaga (diagnosed with diabetes requiring diet and exercise, and hypertension):  
“There have been times when I have a headache, chest pain, and dizziness, or I simply want to get my blood pressure 
checked, and my medical requests have gone unanswered … While being at [Irwin], my blood sugar reading has been as high 
as over 300.”

Shelley Dingus (diagnosed with asthma requiring albuterol inhaler two times per day, chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (“COPD”), eczema, migraines, history of hysterectomy requiring hormone replacement): Full range of medications 
are not consistently available. “Around mid-June 2020, I requested albuterol for my inhaler. I made this request in time, with 
anticipation that my inhaler will soon run out of medication. I let sta� know that I had 16 pu�s left on my inhaler and contin-
ued to make them aware as the number of pu�s lowered as each day passed. Some days after my initial request, I ran out of 
albuterol. About 4 or 5 days after being without mediation, they eventually gave me someone else’s inhaler.”

Sonia Cabrera Benitez (diagnosed with asthma, breast tumor biopsied in detention): “When I was first detained, I told the 
medical sta� that I have asthma. I told them that I needed medication for it but they never really checked me for my asthma 
or provided me with medication. I often get asthma attacks in the morning, but I haven’t made medical requests because I 
hear about how medical requests get ignored … I have resorted to using the hot water in the shower to create hot air to help 
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me breathe.” “A member of the medical sta� told me that a follow up medical visit would be scheduled so that they can con-



Nilson Barahona Marriaga: “I am choosing to engage in a hunger strike to protest the terrible conditions we are detained in 
and to advocate for the release of us who are medically vulnerable. The day I started striking, the warden said that if others 
and I continued with our hunger strike, our access to water would be shut o�.”

Sonia Cabrera Benitez: “[W]e are very afraid of COVID-19 and the guards are not keeping us informed or safe. The guard told 
us that if we submit any additional complaints, that we would be transferred to a higher security pod with disciplinary charges.”

Shelley Dingus: “In recent days, ICE has given them a spray gun containing Lysol which they have been using without any 
concern for detainees like me who su�er from asthma. Since this practice started, my asthma has gotten much worse, and I 
have had to rely on my inhaler to keep breathing.”

Ansumana Jammeh: “[I] was asked to follow closely behind another detainee who was coughing and complaining of respira-
tory issues. The Irwin guard ordered me to stand behind this detainee and follow less than two feet away from him. I refused 
because I was concerned that they were not letting me maintain distance from this man who was clearly sick. But the Irwin 
guard got upset and I felt forced to do it to avoid any problems.”

Glendy Gonzalez: “I asked one of the o�cer myself. I asked them if we can get tested for the COVID-19. Her answer was: 
Well, even if you [were] citizens, we don't get to get those tests, what makes you think that you can have that?”


