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About Texas Prisons Community Advocates

Texas Prisons Community Advocates (TPCA) is dedicated to serving incarcerated individuals and their impacted families by
raising awareness, providing education, and fostering collaboration to create effective advocates for humane prison
conditions in Texas. TPCA recognizes that the Texas prison system, like others across the United States, routinely fails
incarcerated individuals and their families on a massive scale, largely due to public misconceptions and a lack of awareness
about the inhumane conditions and environmental hazards within these facilities. By exposing outdated and false narratives
that perpetuate acceptance of these conditions, TPCA aims to drive systemic change, ultimately reducing mass incarceration
and leading to the closure of unlivable prison facilities. Through research, grassroots mobilization, and advocacy, TPCA
holds authorities accountable for maintaining humane and safe prison standards. Their model for change includes connecting
individuals with information about inhumane conditions, empowering incarcerated individuals and their families to become
effective self-advocates, and increasing public awareness of the unacceptable realities within Texas Department of Criminal
Justice (TDCJ) facilities, with the broader goal of inspiring nationwide reform that upholds dignity and respect for all

affected individuals.
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Executive Summary

Introduction and Literature Review

Although incarcerated people have been subject to water contamination (bacterial and mineral/metallic) in
prisons across the US and are protected by the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), their rights are often
deprioritized compared to their free-world counterparts.

Environmental justice (EJ) principles apply to incarcerated people's water rights. EJ seeks to center those
most affected by environmental issues (i.e., low-income people of color) disproportionately targeted by
incarceration. Prisons' location in rural or remote areas can lead to hazards (Whitfield; Purdum et al.;
Waters; Neff and Blakinger; Chu et al.) as well as their location on explicitly toxic tracts of land (Bradshaw;
Equal Justice Initiative; Leon-Corwin et al.; Russell; Shen; Verniero; Wang; Waters). Metal contamination
has been documented in prisons across the US, including arsenic (Abdul et al.; Banks; Cunniff et al.; Hsu
et al.; Gilna; Kopinski et al.; Nigra and Navas-Acien; O'Connell; Tchounwou et al.; Tsolkas, 2015) and
lead and copper (Biggers; Ehlers; Waters; Wang; Wren). Bacterial contamination in US prisons often takes
the form of H. pylori (Cunniff; Eaton-Robb; Malfertheiner et al.; Moritz; Waters), Legionella (Ehlers;
Maslin; Townsend-Lerdo and Claudy; Wang; Weill et al.), and coliform (Fisher; Hibrar; Haupt and Miller;
Levine et al.; McDowell et al.; Nicole; Rogers; Wing et al.). This potential for contamination is exacerbated
by conditions such as inadequate medical care and heightened risk of illness, failing, inadequate
infrastructure, and climate change and natural disasters (e.g., extreme heat and drought, hurricanes).
Although some EJ media, activist, and scholarly attention has been given to Texas, there is still a large gap
in terms of water contamination in Texas. This report seeks to fill that gap by providing a comprehensive
look at water contamination in a sample of Texas prisons.

Methods

This method utilizes several types of data. Primarily, this report relies on results from the Texas
Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) "Water System Search™ database, which allowed us to look
at a subsample of TDCJ units (n=16), as well as data on water violations and notices of enforcement from
the Texas Open Data Portal. No formal hypothesis testing was conducted as part of this study. We also
analyzed letters sent to Texas Prison Community Advocates (TPCA) by incarcerated Texans and
preliminary survey results from loved ones concerning water contamination in Texas prisons.

Results

Between 2019 and 2023, out of 16 active sampled locations, 6 had lead results exceeding action levels
(37.50%) and 1 had copper results exceeding action levels (6.25%). Of note, the 6 units with lead
present service an estimated total of 14,806 incarcerated people (TDCJ High Value Dataset), thus
placing many individuals at risk of exposure. 14 had trace levels of metallic analytes (87.50%), but for
1 of these units, the level of analyte exceeded the Environmental Working Group (EWG) limit,
namely, a non-mineral herbicide called atrazine. No results for arsenic were flagged for exceeding the
limit in the TCEQ database; however, 4 units had trace levels of arsenic (25.00%), 1 of which, when
rounded to the nearest hundredth, met the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)'s limit and therefore
has been counted.
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6 units had at least 1 sample during the period with the presence of coliform (37.50%), and 1 area
tested positive for E. coli as well (6.25%). Between 2019 and 2023, the total number of coliform samples
between the 6 locations with contaminated water samples rose. Of note, all 6 units used well-ground
systems and service an estimated 18,552 incarcerated people. Preliminary survey results from loved
ones indicate concerns around water quality, and letters sent to Texas Prison Community Advocates
(TPCA) illustrate a bevy of water-related complaints ranging from unsanitary handling of ice and
water for distribution to allegations ranging from arsenic and lead to H. pylori in the water. In terms of
notices of violation, during our given period, 15 of the 16 locations (93.75%) had violations documented by
the TCEQ's Water System Search database based on local lab tests. TCEQ inspectors’ data captured in the
Texas Data Portal showed 5 units (31.25% of the sample) with violations ranging from unauthorized
discharge of sewage water and maintenance violations. According to the Texas Data Portal, TCEQ issued no
notices of enforcement during the period, though the majority were issued right before our period in
2018.

Analytes in Active Units Percent Active Units with TCEQ Violations
Lead 37.5% No Viosl;tlons
Coliform 37.5%
E. Coli 6.3%
Copper 6.3%
Arsenic 6.3%

Discussion and Conclusion
Based on these results, we offer several solutions: s i

1. Expanded Investigation: Implementing expanded and consistent investigation via wastewater testing
and comprehensive test panel across all TDCJ units and a variety of areas within of each facilities.
Handling waste and safeguarding water should involve ensuring that all stakeholders adhere to clear and
transparent protocols. Furthermore, transparency should be increased by providing water test results to
the public and incarcerated.

2. Decarceration: Reducing the size and scope of prisons through policies advocated by scholars and
activists. Non-compliant and units constructed with hazardous materials such as lead pipes should be
should be closed indefinitely or until they are compliant with TCEQ standards.

3. Medical Solutions and Prisoner Autonomy: Incarcerated people must be routinely tested for water-
borne communicable diseases and/or related stomach infections, given access to medical testing upon
request, and have access to state-wide data on water-borne illnesses. Additionally, consideration for
release the medically vulnerable should be expanded within the MRIS program.

4. Short-Term Solutions: Providing incarcerated Texans with bottled water, filtered water, boiling
techniques, and water advisories. Refine grievance procedures to investigate reports of potential
contamination.

5. Policy Change and Litigation: Addressing the impacts of contaminated water on incarcerated persons.

We place responsibility on governing and regulatory institutions to acknowledge a crisis of contamination in
Texas prisons, and to consider and enact our solutions to benefit the health of those who do not have the
autonomy to dictate their environment and respond to environmental injustice.
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Introduction

As community organizers and academics, our attention has been drawn to the contamination of water in
Texas prisons, stemming from both bacterial and metallic (and other mineral) sources. Contaminated
drinking water is often the result of unregulated industrial work (Cunniff et al.) or agricultural work (Wing;
Nicole). From our research and anecdotal reporting, we know that people incarcerated in Texas prisons
experience illness from the effects of toxic metals and water-borne bacterial diseases. The question is not
whether countless Texas incarcerated persons have gotten sick from contaminated water, but rather to what
extent. Evidence (i.e., comprehensive water testing) is needed to confirm the quality of water in Texas
prisons, and solutions must be implemented to protect those incarcerated in Texas prisons.

Incarcerated people are sometimes regarded as a subclass of the population, or “less than human,” thus
making it difficult to advocate for their basic human rights (Roudebush; Waters). Despite the social
stigma incarcerated people may face, they are citizens who are protected by the Safe Drinking Water
Act, or the “SDWA?” (Equal Justice Initiative), making their exposure to contaminated water a subject
of legal debate. However, advocates argue that regulatory agencies such as the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) do not extend the same protections to incarcerated people (Equal Justice Initiative;
Verniero), triggering the need to champion a high quality and quantity of water for incarcerated people.
This report provides a background on water issues across the United States, insight into the current state of
water within a cross-section of Texas Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) locations, and proposed,
tailored solutions to address these problems.

Literature Review

Environmental Justice and Prisons

Water contamination is a pertinent case of environmental injustice in carceral facilities such as prisons and
jails in the United States (Austin). Although the environmental justice movement has sought to center
individuals most affected by environmental issues (i.e., low-income people of color), incarcerated people
have not historically been centered in this discussion, thus excluding millions from the conversation
(Thompson; Wang). Prison ecology is a topic that has garnered limited scholarly attention (Bradshaw),
though some researchers and environmental groups are increasingly focusing on the intersection of prison
and environmental protection (Vance). This topic becomes ever more pressing given how vulnerable
incarcerated people are to environmental injustice, such as water, extreme temperatures, and air pollution,
due to the lack of oversight in prisons (Thompson) and their involuntary confinement to a particular location
(Purdum et al.).

The location of prisons is one factor that can impact access to quality water. In the 1990s, hundreds of
prisons were built in rural counties across the United States (US), with many rural communities welcoming
this expansion for the promise of economic opportunities (Whitfield). The demand for large swaths of
affordable land “led to prisons being built in rural areas and often with little concern for the presence of
environmental and technological hazards” (Purdum et al.). For instance, environmental impact
statements drafted at the proposal stage of a prison fall short, as they only consider its impact on the local
environment but fail to consider the environment’s impact on those incarcerated (Waters). The fact that
many prisons are located in rural or remote areas (Neff and Blakinger) with no consideration for
environmental and accompanying health effects (Purdum et al; Waters) becomes problematic when one
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considers that developing rural areas are at risk for waterborne pathogens in unsafe drinking water, partly
due to limited resources and lack in infrastructure (Chu et al.).

Additionally, prisons have a history of being built on undesirable tracts of land in proximity to* or on toxic
waste sites such as coal and waste dumps, landfills, abandoned mines, and military bases (Bradshaw; Equal
Justice Initiative; Leon-Corwin et al.; Russell; Shen; Verniero; Wang; Waters). In fact, as of 2017, almost
32% of state and federal prisons were located within 3 miles of a Superfund site (Bernd et al; Equal Justice
Initiative; Waters), locations which are associated with lower life expectancy and illness (Lybarger et al.).
In the state of Texas, there are a few units that are near sites on the Superfund National Priorities List.
According to the EPA's Environmental Justice Screening and Mapping Tool (Version 2.2), the superfund
proximity (based on national percentiles) for the Wallace Pack unit was in the 82nd percentile, meaning it
was closer to a Superfund site than 82% of other locations in the dataset, suggesting a high vulnerability to
exposure to contamination. Dominguez State Jail was in the 83rd percentile, Mark W Stiles unit was in the
90th percentile, and the LeBlanc unit was in the 91st percentile.

99
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health disasters by the cycle of building on

rural and/or toxic land in remote areas that

may sicken its inhabitants.
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There are several examples of so-called “toxic prisons” in the US. The Central Michigan and St.
Louis Correctional facilities are located near the former Velsicol Chemical Corporation plant
(Bradshaw). The Lorton Prison Complex in Virginia is located near an incinerator and landfills, and has
one facility on a former missile site (Austin).

Rikers, one of the more infamous prisons, is located on a toxic waste landfill, where some
incarcerated persons allegedly cough up blood (Rakia), and officers have even sued the city after
developing cancer (New York Daily News; Wang). Such sites can expose incarcerated persons
to hazards such as contaminated water and air? (Bradshaw; Leon-Corwin et al; Russell) and
contribute to adverse health outcomes (Austin; Equal Justice Initiative). Accordingly, 17% of prisons
and jails in the US with available data have violated federal environmental regulations (Bradshaw), an
undercount that begs the need for comprehensive data. Such results align with the argument that
prisons are set up for environmental and health disasters by the cycle of building on rural and/or
toxic land in remote areas that may sicken its inhabitants.

1 A superfund site, in plain words, is a contaminated, hazardous site that has been identified and targeted for clean up
by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as part of its Superfund program.

2 Though outside the scope of this report, coal ash exposure from a nearby mine at SCI-Fayette in Pennsylvania (Equal
Justice Initiative; Waters) and valley fever from contaminated soil in California carceral facilities (Equal Justice
Initiative; Shen; Bernd et al.) are examples of air contamination.
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Metal Contamination

Metal contamination is one source of contamination under the larger umbrella of mineral contamination
that has been documented in US prisons, with arsenic, lead, and copper appearing in the media often.

Arsenic

While arsenic is poisonous in massive quantities, even exposure to lower levels over time can result in
disastrous health effects (Cunniff et al.). Exposure to arsenic is associated with a heightened risk of cancer
of several organs (e.g., bladder, lungs, kidneys, skin) (Tchounwou et al.) as well as skin lesions, rashes,
gastrointestinal issues, blood vessel damage, and impaired nerve function (Abdul et al.). Arsenic exposure
can also exacerbate pre-existing medical conditions such as hepatitis C virus (Hsu et al.), for which
incarcerated individuals are already at an elevated risk of infection (Kopinski et al).

Arsenic-contaminated water in prisons is a documented issue in states across the US. For example, since
the unit’s inception in 2005, incarcerated people at Kern Valley State Prison in California have been
exposed to water contaminated with arsenic (Cunniff et al.; Rothfeld; Thompson). Although prison officials
informed incarcerated people of the contamination, officials offered no alternative (Cunniff et al.). This
theme is prevalent throughout several incarcerated individuals' reports: one where officers drink bottled
water (Tsolkas, 2017; Wang; Waters) while incarcerated people are not given that option and thus suffer
accordingly.

While incarcerated at Kern Valley State Prison, one man started demonstrating signs of arsenic poisoning
during his confinement (Cunniff et al.). Another man had to have his kidney removed due to the sudden
presence of tumors, and yet another broke out into rashes from showering when he arrived at the unit, later
developing headaches, nausea, and vomiting blood (Cunniff et al.). Such experiences led at least 18
individuals to independently file lawsuits. Some incarcerated people were met with retaliation, and one man
died shortly after his release (Cunniff et al.). Staff posted boil water notices in the interim until an arsenic
treatment system was built in 2012 (Cunniff et al.), a small victory that nonetheless does not undo past
exposure and illness.

Additionally, it is worth noting that Texas prisons also post boil notices within their prison facilities based
on TCEQ notices. However, incarcerated persons cannot boil water with the “hot pots” sold at the
commissary (Bernd; Washington 2015, 2017) and are dependent on funds from outside friends and family
to purchase a limited amount of bottled water. Therefore, even with the knowledge water is tainted,
incarcerated people have little they can do about it.

Such incarcerated persons accounts are also backed by data. Hundreds of thousands of arsenic monitoring
records from tens of thousands of community water systems using EPA data from 2006 to 2011 revealed
that the average arsenic concentrations in a sample of southwest correctional facilities' water systems were
higher than other southwestern water systems (Nigra and Navas-Acien). In the southwest alone, 26.1% of
correctional facilities had 6-year arsenic averages higher than 10 pg/L (Nigra and Navas-Acien). The
researchers found people incarcerated in the southwestern region of the US were at an elevated risk for
arsenic exposure between 2006 and 2011, prompting them to call for EPA regulations and funding for
community water systems serving correctional facilities (Nigra and Navas-Acien).

Elevated levels of arsenic have been documented in Texas prisons as well (Gilna; Banks), the source of
which could be traced back to agricultural and industrial run-off and erosion (Tsolkas, 2015). The Wallace
Pack unit in Navasota, Texas, houses elderly and disabled incarcerated people. Under a decade ago, the unit
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had a known case of arsenic in the 2 wells they operate for the prison, yet the city of Navasota refused to
pay to extend the water line outside the city to the unit (Grits for Breakfast; Tsolkas, 2015) while officials
denied any major problems (Tsolkas, 2015) and allegedly ignored the problem further (Vance). Incarcerated
people in that unit had reported ailments from muscle pains to edema (Tsolkas, 2015). Incarcerated persons
argued that arsenic-tainted water was a violation of the SDWA (Tsolkas, 2015); a lawsuit was brought forth
in 2014, and class certification was established in 2016 (Clarke et al.). In this class action lawsuit against
the unit, the combined conditions of extreme heat and arsenic-tainted water were labeled as “cruel and
unusual” punishment (Gilna, O’Connell).

99

Ellison argued it was a violation of the Eighth

Amendment (Gilna) and “contemporary standards of

decency” (O'Connell) for the unit to provide water
with arsenic levels 2.5 to 4.5 above what was
acceptable by the EPA (Gilna; Grits for Breakfast;
Bernd; Banks; O'Connell).
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In 2016, U.S. District Court Judge Keith Ellison ordered TDCJ to provide clean drinking water at the
Wallace Pack Unit. Ellison argued it was a violation of the Eighth Amendment (Gilna) and
“contemporary standards of decency” (O'Connell) for the unit to provide water since 2006 with arsenic
levels 2.5 to 4.5 above what was acceptable by the EPA (Gilna; Grits for Breakfast; Bernd; Banks;
O'Connell). On this basis, he issued a preliminary injunction against the unit, further arguing that
incarcerated people do not have the personal health autonomy to access clean water in their confinement
(Gilna), echoing advocates’ assertions that incarcerated people lose much of their autonomy and bodily
control, leaving facilities responsible for securing their basic human rights (Austin). He ordered the unit to
replace its water supply within 15 days (Equal Justice Initiative; Johnson).

As a court order was formally established to provide clean water, a filtration system was installed the next
year in 2017 (Bernd), a win for the group of incarcerated persons that filed the lawsuit (Johnson). However,
yet again it should be noted that a fix like a new filtration system cannot undo years of arsenic exposure.
Certain incarcerated people have alleged that they have developed skin cancer from arsenic exposure (Roots
Action; Washington 2015), and testing and treatment are necessary to undo past harm. For this reason, some
formerly incarcerated demand the right to monetary reparations for incarcerated people afflicted by water-
related illnesses (Washington, 2018).

Lead and Copper

In addition to arsenic, lead and copper (often tested for and/or discussed together) are other leading sources
of metal contamination. Copper can enter waterways through corroded copper pipes or farms and industrial
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waste (Biggers). Furthermore, prison infrastructure is not often renovated, so obsolete methods of plumbing
and construction such as lead pipes may be the source of water contamination in prisons (Townsend-Lerdo
and Claudy). Lead pipes, galvanized pipes, or pipes welded with lead are especially a concern when a prison
was built before the mid-70s and up until 1986, when the SDWA was established. This act prohibited pipes,
solder, or flux that are not explicitly lead-free or contain under a certain percent of lead (Wren; EPA 2023).
Of note, just over 20 TDCJ facilities were constructed prior to 1986 when this directive was issued. The
Lead and Copper Rule followed a few years later in 1991 to reduce the amount of lead and copper in
American's drinking water. In this way, particularly old prisons pose a risk for contamination due to the
lack of regulations during construction.

Despite this legislation being issued, problems still persist, as some incarcerated people report the presence
of such metals in their drinking water (Ehlers; Waters). For example, reports from Statesville prison in
Illinois indicated water can be "brown... smelling like sewage" with "black flecks in it" (Ehlers). Uptown
People's Law Center of such accounts date back to 2013, with prisoners concerned about lead-contaminated
water (Ehlers). Sometimes, air contamination and water contamination are inextricably linked, with lead,
copper, and arsenic occurring together (Waters). For instance, since SCI Fayette in Pennsylvania was built
on the outer edge of a coal-ash dump, the ash remaining at the unit contained arsenic, lead, and mercury,
tainting both the air and water, creating elevated levels of carcinogens from the reaction between ash and
chlorine (Waters). Accordingly, an estimated 65% of the incarcerated people who died between 2010 and
2013 in SCI-Fayette died of cancer (Waters; Wang).

This phenomenon, where the location of prisons introduces harmful agents like lead and copper into the
environment, affects detained migrants as well. The Northwest Detention Center in Washington is situated
by the Tacoma Tar Pits, part of a Superfund site that contains toxic sludge from a neighboring coal plant
and both arsenic and lead runoff from a copper smelter (Waters). At the Victorville Federal Correctional
Complex (FCC), where ICE detainees have been transferred, people suffer from elevated copper levels.
One formerly incarcerated man reported that copper in his system upon release was up to “40 times higher”
than it should have been (Waters). Frequent excess exposure to copper can cause damage to the liver,
vomiting, and abdominal pain (NIH 2022), and for lead, the effects can include brain and nervous system
damage, slowed development and growth, learning, behavioral, speech, and hearing problems (CDC 2024).
Considering these risks, more scholarly attention on lead and copper exposure in prisons is needed.

Bacterial Contamination

H. pylori

Sometimes bacterial and metal contamination exist together. In the case of the Victorville FCC in
California, people suffered not just from high copper levels alone, but accounts demonstrate that many
people experienced stomach ulcers from the bacterium Helicobacter pylori (H. pylori) (Waters). Though
its primary route of transmission is not through water, H. pylori bacterial infection can be contracted from
water and is also communicable across persons (Cunniff et al.), causing persistent gastritis that can progress
to cause ulcers, gastric cancer, and lymphoma (Malfertheiner et al.). One of the men incarcerated at the
Kern Valley State Prison also shared that he had contracted H. pylori during his confinement (Cunniff et
al.). H. pylori is not isolated to Victorville and Kern State alone; reports from Prison Legal News allege
that H. pylori was responsible for hundreds of illnesses in California prisons in the early 2000s
(Dannenberg).
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More recently, an Associated Press article from 2019 revealed that incarcerated individuals at a Connecticut
prison alleged the tap water was tainted with H. pylori from sewage contamination (Eaton-Robb).
According to complaints, guards brought their water to work and therapy dogs were even provided bottled
or filtered water; those incarcerated at the unit were asking for the same consideration (Eaton-Robb). The
prison denied the allegations, though the representing attorney stated that healthy individuals left the unit
with digestive issues, many receiving diagnoses of infection (Eaton-Robb). Although incarcerated persons
failed to supply scientific evidence and were denied a preliminary injunction to provide bottled water
(Moritz), their allegations and experiences should not be ignored.

Legionella

Other bacterial contamination has been documented in US prisons, such as Legionella, which can cause a
respiratory infection called Legionnaires’ disease if contaminated water enters a person’s lungs through
breathing in water droplets while showering or through aspiration while drinking (Weill et al.). Cases of
Legionnaires’ disease have been documented in prisons across states such as California, Illinois, and New
York (Wang; Weill). For instance, in 2015, the San Quentin State Prison suffered an outbreak of
Legionnaires' disease, with incarcerated people suffering the hallmark pneumonia-like symptoms, turning
the prison into a so-called "petri dish” (Maslin). Between 2011 and 2022, Legionella was found in the water
of multiple Illinois prisons, prompting advocates to call for monitoring and a massive investigation of water
at the state’s units (Ehlers; Weill et al). This bacterial overgrowth can be caused by corroded pipes (Wang)
and other poor maintenance of aging, overcapacity facilities (Weill et al.), though its presence is not
consistently tested for in state facilities across the US, reflecting some advocates’ notion that prison water
may be rarely and inconsistently tested (Townsend-Lerdo and Claudy).

Coliform

9

While coliform is naturally occurring in the

environment and most coliform bacteria are
harmless, elevated levels can also signal potentially
dangerous bacteria are present (Levine et al.) as

certain kinds of coliform bacteria can cause

harmful effects (e.g., diarrhea, vomiting, fever) in
large amounts (MDHHS 2024).

(1

Coliform is another source of contamination in prisons (Fisher). While coliform is naturally occurring in
the environment and most coliform bacteria are harmless, elevated levels can also signal potentially
dangerous bacteria are present (Levine et al.) as certain kinds of coliform bacteria cause harmful effects
(e.g., diarrhea, vomiting, fever) in large amounts (MDHHS 2024).
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The coliform family contains Escherichia coli (E. coli), which can be transmitted between animals and
humans, causing major health concerns (Rogers). Exposure to this pathogen can make you sick, causing
ailments ranging from severe diarrhea to abdominal gas (Hibrar), and it can even cause death, with the
elderly most at risk (MDHHS 2024). E. coli has been documented in US prisons throughout the years. For
instance, in 2012, a massive outbreak occurred where 96 individuals (incarcerated people and guards) in a
Michigan prison were infected with E. coli (News Desk), either from food or water contamination.

In 2015, a prison in Nevada had a documented case of E. coli poisoning in one of its incarcerated
individuals, with many others suspected of being infected as well (Pritzker Law Firm), prompting an
investigation. In 2022, the CUNY Law Review published an interview with one incarcerated man at
Sullivan Unit who reported E. coli from well water making several people experience vomiting and
diarrhea, an issue that had been swept under the rug until a family member intervened, prompting a boil
water advisory (Haupt and Miller). In 2023, court records demonstrated the presence of coliform in drinking
water at a New Mexico women's prison, causing sickness in several of the women there (Fisher). While the
prison has since fixed its water issue, at the time, women incarcerated there were not notified of water
contamination (Fisher). Though attorneys representing the New Mexico Corrections Department argued
the prisons were not required to notify the incarcerated people (Fisher), it is harmful to expose a group of
people to a potentially dangerous source of contamination and withhold the information.

The issue of coliform may also be linked to industrial agriculture and livestock operations. For instance,
there are prisons around the nation that have concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFO) (McDowell
et al.) which may lead to a large production of manure, which, depending on the scope of the farm, can
produce a couple of thousands to over a million tons of waste (GAQO). The issue of animal manure is
serious, as it contains over 150 harmful, infectious pathogens, including E. coli (Hribar). Swine manure
specifically contains harmful pathogens such as Salmonella, Staph, and Listeria in addition to E. coli.
Exposure to such pathogens can cause ailments ranging from severe diarrhea (Hilbrar) to respiratory
issues (Thorne) and may even cause illness or fatality for the elderly, pregnant, and immunocompromised
people (Hibrar).

Groundwater can be affected by excessive land application of manure run-off, by the leaching of manure
improperly distributed on land, or by manure storage units becoming compromised (Hibrar). Surface water
may be affected, too, by heavy rain causing storage to overfill and run off into bodies of water in proximity,
through drainage systems, and soil erosion affecting watersheds (Hibrar). All coupled with accidental leaks,
effects may be disastrous, prompting some advocates to call the systems of CAFOs to contribute to
environmental injustice (Nicole; Wing et al.).

Texas alone includes 38 sites for agribusiness, land, and minerals (Figure 1). Examples of such
industries reflect operations for cow/calf and beef, swine finishing, contract farming and grazing, pork
processing, egg laying operations, horse breeding, edible and food crops, and more.
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Figure 1. TDCJ Locations Involved in Agribusiness, Land & Minerals

= 2

Some pinned units reflect approximate locations.
Source: TDCJ website “Manufacturing, Agribusiness and Logistics Division”

Exacerbating Conditions
Inadequate Medical Care and Heightened Risk of IlIness

In addition to vulnerability to environmental health hazards, incarcerated people have reported a lack of
access to adequate medical care, ranging from neglect to maltreatment (Ady, Farney, Wangmo; Austin;
Rucker; Tsai; Tsolkas, 2015; Young). While incarcerated, one may experience delayed or denied medical
treatment, staff indifference, and/or apathetic treatment (Ady, Farney, Wangmo; Rucker; Tsai; Young).
These medical challenges may increase individual medical conditions that have been caused by water
contamination. For example, researchers have noted that healthcare on the inside often involves treatment
with generic prescription pills, regardless of the issue and its unique needs (Austin).

One might also be gaslit by their medical professional, insisting their health problems are not real (Herring;
Waters). Researchers analyzing the Bureau of Justice Statistics 2004 survey data found that 20.1% of state-
incarcerated people did not receive a medical exam since their initial incarceration (Wilper et al.).
Additionally, medical co-pays that some incarcerated people struggle to afford can “disincentivize
treatment,” thus worsening illnesses and, in some cases, making illnesses more prone to spread (Wang).

9

Carceral facilities can act as petri dishes for
communicable diseases, as there are health

and safety impacts of overcrowding (Vance).
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Therefore, any infections that may occur due to bacteria and/or metal contamination have a risk of
getting worse while one is under a prison’s medical care. Furthermore, the environment of prisons itself
exacerbates health issues. Prisons act as “vulnerable spaces housing individuals who are at increased risk
of chronic and infectious diseases” (Purdum et al.). In other words, carceral facilities can act as Petri
dishes for communicable diseases, as there are health and safety impacts of overcrowding (Vance). One
study found that the spatial density in prison cells was associated with infectious disease outcomes,
such as pneumococcal disease, infectious dermatoses, and tuberculosis (Simpson et al.). This should be
of concern considering Texas prisons’ overcrowding (Tsolkas, 2015). Furthermore, researchers have
noted that prison populations that have a high prevalence of chronic conditions and co-morbidities
worsen the spread of infectious diseases such as COVID-19 (Abraham et al.), or, as it might be
inferred for our purposes, H. pylori as well.

Failing, Inadequate Infrastructure

Failing infrastructure is another factor that exacerbates the availability of quality water in prisons. For
example, the previously discussed Connecticut prison with H. pylori-tainted water allegedly had sewage
contamination in the water after work on lines at the unit led sewage to seep into local groundwater and soil
(Eaton-Raobb). Similarly, in 2017, the water plant servicing SCI-Frackville in Pennsylvania failed, causing
a water pump to go down and sediment to seep into the prison's water. Though prison officials claim that
safety procedures were followed, a man incarcerated at the unit claimed the administration failed to notify
incarcerated persons when their water system had been compromised and should have avoided drinking tap
water, leaving them to suffer health consequences such as diarrhea, dizziness, vomiting, and sore throat
(Arroyo).

In 2013, the Connally Unit in Texas experienced ’ ’
staffing shortages and a lack of water, initially

speculated to be due to droughts but was

reportedly caused by the city's water well
malfunctioning (Neff and Blakinger; Stroh et

al.). The unit was shut down, with people
reporting being confined to their cells in over

100- degree heat with limited access to water

(1)

In 2023, the Connally Unit in Texas experienced staffing shortages and a lack of water, initially
speculated to be due to droughts but was reportedly caused by the city's water well malfunctioning (Neff
and Blakinger; Stroh et al.) The unit was shut down, with people reporting being confined to their cells
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in over 100-degree heat with limited access to water (Stroh et al.). Such prisons that get their water from
wells are of a unique concern. Droughts (to be further discussed in the subsequent section) will affect
wells that get their water from groundwater sources such as aquifers (Moreland). Wastewater spills can
contaminate local wells, as illustrated recently in Houston, Texas, at a wastewater treatment center in
which a holding tank infrastructure failure caused sludge to seep into nearby private wells (Phillips).
Special attention must be given to units that have their own welled water sources.

Further examples of failing infrastructure affecting quality water availability have been documented in
prisons across the US. The William Hobby women’s unit in Texas has seen multiple cases of water
contamination, from city treatment malfunctions and corroded pipes (Kadlubar). In the early 2000s, water
from the unit was rationed to 18 ounces (about 532.32 ml) total a day (Price). In 2017, incarcerated
individuals at Eastham unit (now Wainwright) documented water shut-offs due to a burst pipe, lasting over
4 days, that affected both their ability to shower, flush toilets, and have access to sufficient drinking water
(Washington, 2017). This issue of water shortages from poor plumbing is a trend in Texas prisons, as further
exemplified by the Smith unit and the century-old Darrington unit in 2020 (Neff and Blakinger). In 2020 at
Smith Unit, a burst in a water pipeline caused the unit to shut off their water; when it was turned back on,
sewage pipes burst and flooded the cells (Neff and Blakinger). That same year, continuous water outages
at the Darrington unit were unaccompanied by any indication of when the water was safe to drink (Neff
and Blakinger).

In 2021, a Nebraska prison lost access to running water for a couple of days due to a plumbing issue
(Schulte). While emergencies happen, one might wonder if the current state of infrastructure in many
prisons is adequate to service such a large population, especially considering the sheer age of some prisons.
For instance, the San Quentin Prison in California, which finished completion in 1854 (Tikkanen), has been
deemed by many to be unfit (Fimrite and Maggiora). Accordingly, in 2023, a failed water pipe left the unit
without drinking water or toilets for several days (Halstead). These examples call into question whether
some US carceral facilities lack the infrastructure to safely house individuals and fulfill their rights to
adequate water.

Climate Change and Natural Disasters
Extreme Temperatures and Drought

Issues of human rights abuses and environmental injustice are predicted to worsen with climate change
across the US and especially in Texas (EPA, 2016; Vance). Accordingly, the availability of quality water
is also affected by conditions of climate change such as droughts, floods, extreme heat, and heavy
rainstorms (EPA, 2016; Vance). In states like California, many prisons are in the desert and thus strain the
local water supply with the immense amount of water their large population requires (Shen), making
droughts even more menacing.

9%

"...[B]etween 2001 and 2019, an estimated 271
incarcerated Texans may have died from

extreme heat..."
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Extreme heat from climate change is another exacerbating condition that, combined with contaminated
water, becomes extremely dangerous (Austin). In 2017, incarcerated persons at the Eastham (Wainwright)
unit in Texas suffered from a 4-day water shut-off that limited their drinking water access during days with
heat indices between 110 and 130 degrees (Washington, 2017). At the Price Daniel Unit, one incarcerated
Texan wrote about not receiving sufficient water frequently enough in weather up to 140 degrees
(Hernandez); the executive director of TDCJ Bryan Collier himself admitted during a hearing that
incarcerated Texans are “not necessarily consistently” getting access to water (Salhotra).

Lack of water plus extreme heat is a deadly combination, with at least 20+ confirmed heat-related deaths
occurring between 1998 and 2017 in Texas prisons (Bernd) and 10 happening in 2011 alone (Vance). It
should be noted these are undercounts excluding deaths contributed by heat and other factors (Vance). As
purported by another study, the true mortality rates may be higher; between 2001 and 2019, an estimated
271 incarcerated Texans may have died from extreme heat judging by researchers’ associations between
counts of morality, extreme heat, and the availability of AC in units (Skarha et al.). It is difficult to
corroborate these numbers as Texas has not reported a heat-related death in 12 years, though Collier stated
in court temperatures had "contributed" to several incarcerated people's deaths, marking the distinction
between heat as a primary cause of death or contributing factor (Salhotra).

Regardless of the extent of fatal heat, such conditions have prompted the Human Rights Clinic at the
University of Texas (2014) to call the “deadly temperature and humidity levels” a violation of incarcerated
individuals’ “human and constitutional rights.” Researchers have concluded that heat-related deaths in
Texas prisons are associated with units with no air conditioning, prompting calls for adopting AC policies
in Texas prisons (Skarha et al.). Currently, only about 30% of Texas prisons are fully air-conditioned
(Lozano); another study looking at a different unit of analysis claims 66% of Texas prison beds are not in
areas with air conditioning. The combination of contaminated water and heat can be potentially lethal
(Vance). For instance, men incarcerated at the Wallace Pack Unit, which was found to have dangerously
elevated levels of arsenic (Austin; Equal Justice Initiative; Gilna; Banks), had to choose between suffering
from a heat-related illness or the side effects of arsenic exposure (Austin). Such instances, though
representing extreme cases, are nonetheless concerning given the droughts facing states in the south and
southwest such as Texas are compounded by increasingly hot summers. In addition to extreme heat, extreme
cold is another type of disaster caused by climate change that can exacerbate water issues (Blakinger),
especially in the northern US. According to one reporter, the 2021 freeze in Texas led 20 units to experience
either partial or total water shortages, leaving many incarcerated persons with no option to stay warm or
ensure adequate drinking water (Blakinger). Conditions were only exacerbated further by staff shortages
(e.g., insufficient quantity and quality of food), leaving those incarcerated without the help needed during
the crisis (Blakinger).

Hurricanes

When natural disasters such as hurricanes occur, incarcerated people are not given the option to evacuate
and are thus often left vulnerable to flooding, power outages, and a decrease in quantity and/or quality of
water due to city and/or prison water contamination (ACLU 2016; Baptiste et al.; Roudebush; Wang). The
ACLU (2006) reported insufficient drinking water and contaminated floodwater during Hurricane Katrina
in 2005 which affected men, women, and children alike (Roudebush). Some incarcerated people, when left
without water, “resorted to drinking the contaminated floodwater, or water that was backed up in the toilets”
(ACLU 2016).

Similarly, incarcerated people in Galveston County during Hurricane Ike in 2009 suffered limited access to
food, medication, and water (Kozlowska; Roudebush). Hurricane Harvey caused disaster in Beaumont;
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reports from the Federal Correctional Complex included 8 ounces (about 236.59 ml) of water per day,
flooding in the facility, and using the restroom in their sack lunch bags to preserve the toilet water for
drinking (Democracy Now). Similarly, some of the 3,000 incarcerated at the Stiles Unit in Beaumont,
Texas, during Hurricane Harvey in 2017 were stuck in their cells while the city disabled its water supply
(Feltz). Those incarcerated reported flooding by potentially contaminated water® and extremely inadequate
and limited water supply; though different incarcerated people reported confirmed one another, allegations
were denied by TDCJ (Baptiste et al.; Caballero et al.; Neff and Blakinger; Vance).

As in Katrina, some incarcerated individuals had to resort to drinking toilet water, which killed 2 men,
though such accounts are denied by TDCJ (Feltz, Vance). When the town of Beaumont received an 8-day
boil notice (Baptiste et al.), many of the folks we were corresponding with at the Stiles Unit did not know
they should and/or were unable to boil their water, a common theme reported by other writers, advocates,
and incarcerated (Bernd; Neff and Blakinger). However, incarcerated persons accounts are often not
received by the public as prison officials and media alike tend to report what we believe to be a rosier view
of what transpires during disasters (Roudebush; Rosenblatt). Disaster readiness for incarcerated Texans
such as for mass evacuations and contingency plans have not improved with subsequent disasters and are
still lacking (Vance). In these ways, incarcerated people have historically and continue to be vulnerable to
a lack of clean water during and not during times of crises.

Gaps in the Literature

Given what has been published on the topic, there is a current gap in both scholarly, media, and activist
attention toward environmental issues in Texas prisons, particularly in matters of water quality. Despite
many local and national news sources on water contamination in US prisons, scholarly work on the topic,
especially in Texas, remains limited. This report seeks to fill that gap by providing a comprehensive look
at water contamination in Texas prisons and an objective presentation of readily available data. Though
advocates have asserted that Texas prisons’ water contains high coliform and levels of some metals (Vance)
and TDCJ as an agency has received many fines related to toxic water as well as requested monies from
legislators for the installation of water treatment measures, we seek to confirm the accounts from those
impacted as well as quantify the need for immediate change. As some advocates allege the Texas legislature
does not grant adequate attention to prison infrastructure (Blakinger), it is our goal to illuminate current
issues so they cannot be ignored any longer but rather addressed immediately. This report will explore the
2 major categories of contamination in Texas prisons, both metallic/mineral and bacterial.

Methods

This report seeks to address the nature of water contamination in Texas prisons, utilizing data from several
sources. One data source included a survey of loved ones of incarcerated Texans. The online survey was
sent out by Texas Prison Community Advocates (TPCA) members on the research team in early July 2024,
with preliminary data analyses occurring at the beginning of September.

Questions gathered information related to units visited by the incarcerated person, and their observations
on the frequency of water contamination markers, though the recall period was not specified (i.e.,

3 This is something that also occurred at the Smith Unit in West Texas as a result of a burst water pipeline and the
Telford Unit in Texarkana- illustrating this issue exists outside of disasters alone (Neff and Blakinger).
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observations may fall outside our 2019-2023 period). Additionally, questions probed about complaints
made in the past and related medical concerns, diagnoses, and grievances surrounding water contamination.

We utilized the TCEQ’s “Water System Search” database” to find water test records for TDCJ's various
units and locations over a 5-year period (i.e., 2019-2023).%> According to the SDWA, sites that treat their
water (e.g., soften tap, treat well water) must provide water test results.

Violations against the location stemming from lab-tested water samples, system susceptibility, TCR, non-
TCR, and PBCU results were analyzed in all locations that included “TDCJ” in the name between
01/01/2019 to 12/31/2023. Water samples appear to have been conducted monthly. Sample locations were
provided but varied by location, though most appeared to be located outside of the unit walls (e.g., testing
wells on the perimeter), sometimes appeared to be located inside the unit (e.g., bathrooms, kitchens) and
sometimes in other facilities on unit (e.g., farm shops). System susceptibility summaries outside of this
period were analyzed for further context (included in Appendix A). Data was collected so that the
researchers input either positive results (e.g., the presence of coliform), negative results (e.g., the absence
of coliform), or no results (e.g., no coliform results, either positive or negative).

Of the 43 TDCJ sampled locations, 24 were inactive® and 3 were proposed and were thus excluded from
analysis. We also analyzed data from the Texas Open Data Portal focusing on correctional facilities through
the following query: “Business Type” contains “CORRECTIONAL” AND “Media” contains “WATER.”
In the TCEQ Notices of Violation” from the Texas Open Data Portal, the following query was performed:
"Business Type" contains "CORRECTION INSTITUTION" OR "CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION."

Lastly, we analyzed letters that had been sent to TPCA from incarcerated Texans between 2019 and 2023.
Some people sent in letters spontaneously, while others responded to a heat survey that contained some
guestions on the quality and quantity of water provided, as well as a survey on COVID-19 in prison in
collaboration with the Campaign to Fight Toxic Prisons, and a general issues survey for participants to rank
the importance of different issues in prison. These letters were tagged by different concepts in Google
Pinpoint. Letters that were tagged for contamination and water were reviewed and pulled to provide
verbatim quotes for this report.

No formal hypothesis testing was conducted as part of this study for several reasons. First, the amount of
data was limited to a small number of sampled locations; therefore, sample size poses an issue in a test for
difference’s ability to detect assumed differences. Second, in the event TDCJ prisons were seen to have the
same level of contamination as other registered systems in the state, it must be kept in mind that incarcerated
people have significantly less autonomy to accommodate themselves (e.g., to work for compensation to
purchase water, install filters, etc.).

*https://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/ISP/SearchDispatch?number=&name=&ActivityStatusCD=All&county=A
[I&WaterSystemType=All&SourceWaterType=All&SampleType=null&begin_date=10%2F23%2F2021&end_d
ate=10%2F23%2F2023&action=Search+For+Water+Systems

> Sampled locations also included different points of sampling within each unit (e.g., back gate, front gate, kitchen,
etc.).

& There may be a few different reasons for inactive TDCJ sampled locations. For one, some units may have transferred
to city water systems. For instance, according to Public Utility Commission of Texas data, it appears Stiles Unit is
now on Beaumont’s city water system, and Wynne, Estelle, and Goree are all on Huntsville water system. On the
other hand, units like TDCJ Bartlett may have closed during the time frame of analysis (though Bartlett is set to reopen
[Bell and Delcid]).

7 https://data.texas.gov/dataset/ Texas-Commission-on-Environmental-Quality-Notices-/mwzi- gyw7/data_preview

An Investigation of Water Quality in Texas Department of Criminal 17
Justice Facilities: 2019-2023 Analysis



Results

Metal and other Mineral Contamination

Lead and Copper
9

All 6 locations with samples exceeding action levels
for lead and/or copper utilized groundwater sources,

specifically from wells. Four of these locations (i.e.,

Ramsey, Memorial, Jester 111, Ferguson) were
constructed before 1986, when the SDWA prohibited

the use of lead plumbing fixtures.
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Lead and copper summaries were analyzed for action level exceedance. An action level refers to the point
at which a given contaminant (i.e., lead, copper) is so concentrated in a water source that if it is elevated
any higher, it indicates the need to treat the water and abide by other requirements set by regulatory agencies
(e.g., the EPA under the SDWA), Of the 16 active sampled locations (full list in Appendix B), 6 locations
had PBCU results exceeding action levels during the given period, 5 had data present for PBCU
summaries but showed no violations of action levels, and 5 had no results. To put things into perspective,
the 6 units with lead present service an estimated total of 14,806 incarcerated people (TDCJ High Value
Dataset), thus putting many people at potential risk through contamination.

It is worth noting that some inactive locations showed past exceedances. For instance, the water system
for TDCJ Estelle, now inactive, had many non-TCR sample results exceeding action levels in the past (5
copper and 11 lead) when last tested in 2013. TDCJ Wynne had 1 lead sample exceeding the action level
when last tested in 2008. The average (standard deviation) number of samples exceeding action levels for
lead amongst the 6 locations was 2.17 (1.47) and ranged from 1 to 5 between 2018 and 2023. All 6
locations with samples exceeding action levels for lead and/or copper utilized groundwater water sources,
specifically from wells. Four of these locations (i.e., Ramsey, Memorial, Jester Ill, Ferguson) were
constructed before 1986 when the SDWA prohibited the presence of lead plumbing fixtures. It is worth
noting that the String fellow unit in the Ramsey area and the Memorial unit are both over 100 years old.

Table 1. Number of Lead and Copper (PBCU) Samples Exceeding Action Level (2019-2023)

Sampled Location | Primary Active Water Source  Lead Exceedance  Copper Exceedance

Chase Field* Groundwater 5 0
Ramsey Area** Groundwater 2 0
Memorial Groundwater 1 0
Jester 1l Groundwater 2 0
Baten & Jordan Groundwater 1 0
Ferguson Groundwater 2 1
Average (SD) NA 2.17 (1.47) 0.17 (0.41)

Abbreviations: SD: Standard deviation
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*A former naval air station in Beeville, the Chase Field Criminal Justice Complex colloquially refers to the area in Beeville that is
the site of the Garza East and Garza West, a TDCJ Region 1V office, and the Chase Field Work Camp. Given that the sampled
location services over 5,000 people, it is likely this location includes all TDCJ- affiliated properties.

**The Ramsey Area includes the Ramsey, Stringfellow, and Terrell units.

Other Metals (e.g., Arsenic) and Minerals

Non-TCR Sample Results

Non-TCR sample results include analytes other than total coliform bacteria results. Only trace amounts of
metals and other mineral analytes were detected in the TCEQ database. Of the 16 active sampled locations
provided by the TCEQ database, 2 had no results, and 14 sampled locations had trace amounts of one or
more analytes. Analytes included barium, chromium, fluoride, nickel, a chemical herbicide called
atrazine, arsenic, and selenium. Out of those 14 sampled locations with non-TCR positive results
between 2018-2023, the average (standard deviation) number of positive results was 4 (2.29), ranging
from1to 7.

Fluoride and barium were the two most common analytes across water samples. Small levels of fluoride
are not believed to be dangerous. Although the levels of barium in food and water are not high enough to
be a health concern, research is still being conducted to evaluate whether exposure to low levels of barium
can cause health issues (Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry).

29

Clemens had an atrazine level of 0.14 ug/L, which exceeded
the Environmental Working Group (EWG) limit of 0.1
ugl/L... Chase Field had a quantity of arsenic (0.0061 mg/L)
which when rounded to the nearest hundredth, meets the
EPA limit of 0.01 mg/L.
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Very few of the results were flagged as exceeding the limit of the acceptable amount; however, Clemens
had an atrazine level of 0.14 pg/L, which exceeded the Environmental Working Group (EWG) limit of 0.1
pg/L. Atrazine can be introduced to ground or surface water sources located downstream from fields of
crops treated with atrazine; the effects of atrazine exposure can range from heart congestion to cancer to
reproductive issues (Pathak and Dikshit). Elevated levels of arsenic were not found in sampled locations
with available results; however, trace amounts of arsenic were found in 4 sampled locations, including
Chase Field, Memorial, Jester, Baten, and Jordan. Chase Field had a quantity of arsenic (.0061 mg/L)
which when rounded to the nearest hundredth, meets the EPA limit of 0.01 mg/L. In other words, Chase
Field’s sample was just .0039 mg/L below the limit for arsenic. It is worth noting that the Wainwright and
Clemens units, both represented in this section, are over 100 years old.
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Table 2. Number of Non-TCR Positive Sample Results (2019-2023)

Sampled Location Primary Active Water Source Non-TCR Positive Results

Coffield & Michael* Groundwater 7
Beto Groundwater 6
Chase Field Groundwater 5
Hauler R-1V Facilities** Maintenance | Groundwater purchased 1
Clemens*** Surface water purchased 4
Ramsey Area Groundwater 8
Memorial Groundwater 3
Buffalo Ranch Prison Farm**** Groundwater 1
Jester 11l Groundwater 7
Baten & Jordan Groundwater 4
Luther***** Groundwater 2
Pack Groundwater 3
Wainwright Groundwater 3
Ferguson Groundwater 2
Average (SD) NA 4 (2.29)

Abbreviations: SD: Standard deviation

*Coffield and Michael units are 2 separate and adjacent units that share a water supply.

**TDCJ owns and operates water hauler facilities, or, in other words, drinking water providers that disseminate water
by trailer or tank truck. As a public water system, they are regulated by TCEQ and must adhere to the SDWA, groundwater rule,
and revised total coliform rule while keeping requirements on record keeping, compliance sampling, etc. (TCEQ Water Supply
Division)

***This location is labeled Clemens 2. The site for TDCJ Clemens shows an inactive water system, so it is our best assumption
that Clemens 2 was the newly created profile TCEQ made for the Clemens unit. This location is hereafter referred to as the
Clemens unit.

****|ncarcerated Persons from the Wallace Pack Unit are bused to the Buffalo Ranch Prison Farm to work daily. The farm is
used for crop production and contains a single oil well.

*****This location is labeled Luther units (plural), which refers to the trusty camp associated with Luther unit.

Survey and Letter Responses

Preliminary results from a 2024 survey of family members or friends of an incarcerated loved one
(N=6) and one formerly incarcerated person (N=1) who had been incarcerated for 2 years or longer
demonstrated some support for TCEQ results. Surveys mentioned an array of units, with Stringfellow,
Beto, and Garza West mentioned twice. Participants reported conditions for their loved ones that could
potentially be related to mineral contamination. Of note, most respondents answered the
water was “often” cloudy/murky/unclear, with only one loved one answering “rarely” and
another answering “always.” Only one respondent indicated there was “never” sediment in the water
(e.g., black flecks of sediment). No one indicated there was “never” a brown or orange tint to their
water, a greasy or oily film, or a smell of chemicals like chlorine (how a swimming pool smells).
Only a couple respondents indicated the water “never” smelled of sulfur (how rotten eggs smell), with
the rest indicating its presence to some degree. Only a single respondent answered their loved one had
access to clean drinking water at times when the water quality was poor - notably, the one incarcerated
respondent answered no.
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In terms of letter responses, a handful of incarcerated Texans wrote to TPCA alleging that there was
arsenic and lead in their unit's water. One shared that the "sink water is hot" and that the "water is
contaminated with heavy metals, dirt, and excessive amounts of arsenic™ (Eastham Unit, August 2019).8

Another person shared that the water is just a few steps away in the mop closet. However, it is hot and
laced with arsenic. The S.S.I. must pass it out when we are locked down “(Connally Unit, July 2022).
Kenedy, Texas, from which Connally Unit is likely to get its water, has been proven to have trace
amounts of arsenic (.0042 mg/L) below the EPA’s maximum contaminant level (MCL) (.01 mg/L) as of
2024 (TCEQ Water System Search).

An incarcerated individual at the McConnell Unit in Beeville, Texas, about 30 minutes from Connally
Unit in Kenedy, shared the following: "Around Kennedy Texas and parts of Beeville, you will see
poisonous pools of water with warning signs cautioning the water is either heavily contaminated with
arsenic or cyanide another poison. Uranium mining was a regular practice during the Cold
War." (McConnell Unit, December 2019). Indeed, uranium mining was conducted in the counties
Connally and McConnell are housed in, Karnes County and Bee County, respectively (Texas
Groundwater Protection Committee). This same person went on to explain his observations on Pack Unit,
mentioned before its arsenic-related lawsuit. He shared the following:

"[T]his old 76-year-old person who came from [P]ack had bumps on his skin. That is a sign
of unpure, contaminated water. Thus, all the money they used for purifying water to drink is still not
clean. A failure when there was a cheaper method of obtaining water. hooking up with the county water
line. But that would include having someone monitoring you. TDCJ hates overseers. But just like
they tell the Offenders. If you are not doing anything wrong, being overseen should not be a problem.
Hypocrites.” (McConnel Unit, December 2019)
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""The situation with our drinking water on this
unit is terrible. Sometimes the water is so brown
you can't see the bottom of your cup™ (Hobby

66 Unit, January 2023).

Some spoke of poor water quality in ways that might suggest contamination by metals such as iron and
lead. Many referenced physically brown water. Someone wrote that "water in [the] cell [is] brown and
lukewarm™ (Goree Unit, October 2021). A few spoke of particles in their water. One shared, "The water
is contaminated with rust and other particles. Smells bad!" (Beto Unit, September 2022). One woman
echoed, "The situation with our drinking water on this unit is terrible. Sometimes the water is so
brown you cannot see the bottom of your cup™ (Hobby Unit, January 2023). One incarcerated
man at Wallace Pack described "small white crystal-like particles™ he had been told might be "calcium
crystals" from the water out of the sink. He went on to note that "[t]here is a new filtration system
installed on this unit, but it's not working properly” (May 2022). Another person shared, "The water at
Darrington was a major issue. The water was brackish. It tasted weird, very weird. If the water were

8 Quotes are verbatim except for some uppercase words have been corrected to lowercase for readability, at times
extra apostrophes were removed, and words were corrected for spelling.
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placed into a hot pot that did not boil, it would separate into 3 layers, a bottom-heavy opaque layer, an
upper clear but bubbly layer and at the very top in the center would be an oily slimy center layer"
(August 2022).

Several individuals echoed the notion that their unit’s water had, either intermittently or commonly, a
foul taste (e.g., like dirt) or a foul smell (e.g., like feces, mold, toilet water). One incarcerated person at
Michael Unit noted the water has "'the taste of a strong metallic flavor' (August 2019). One individual
incarcerated at Terrell shared "The water here stinks like fish and it is not properly treated | am an X water
plant operator. And know it is not filtered right or properly processed. We are forced to drink
contaminated water" (June 2019). Excessive barium in water can produce a fishy smell (Torrent
Laboratory Inc.). Sure enough, Terrell's water source (Ramsey Area) contained trace amounts of
barium as recently as 2023 (.424 mg/L).

Many incarcerated Texans alleged that the water issues traced back to plumbing. One person wrote
that "[t]he water has a lot of toxicity elements brown water coming from pipes" (Carol Vance, June
2022). Others shared their observations:

"[W]ater in my cell is unsafe to drink after coming through this piping from the water tower to wing. |
have step 1&2 [grievance] asking for water to be tested in my cell. No final ruling, in my cell I can put
a cloth under a dripping faucet and in a few hours, it has a rust spot.” (Ramsey Unit, July 2022)

"l must secure an eight-layered filter [of cloth] over the spigot in the cell sink that; within 6 days,
turns orange from ox oxidization of the iron water supply pipes -- due to the chlorination of the well water
supply pumped into the water tower...." (Stringfellow Unit, April 2022)

"The water tasted like pennies soaking in it. The pipes are 30 years old, so we may be exposed to lead
poisoning." (Michaels Unit, August 2019)

A few incarcerated people spoke of contaminated water about boil water notices (or lack thereof). One
woman located at Hobby in September of 2021 shared how there were no visible signs of water
contamination or an infestation of coolers but was still given boil water notices. Another woman at
the Gatesville unit in 2022 explained that whenever a water line break occurs, they "don't get boil water
notices not that we can boil water" (Mountainview Unit, December 2022). Two incarcerated people at
different units shared similar reports: "The faucet water is cloudy, the entire piping system up to the
cells are dilapidated, no notice of boiling water is given, which is useless, hot pots do not boil" (Ramsey
Unit, June 2021). "The[y] never clean the water cooler, the water here on this unit is contaminated they
tell us to boil water before drinking it, but we have no way to boil water" (Michael Unit, January 2019).

Summary and Examining Results in Context

Several of the sampled locations above are represented in system susceptibility summaries published
by TCEQ (see Appendix A) with ratings of high susceptibility of metals and/or minerals (i.e., Coffield
and Michael, Chase Field, Clemens, Ramsey Area, Memorial, Buffalo Ranch Prison Farm, Baten and
Jordan, Pack, Wainwright, and Ferguson). Although such summaries were published before the period
analyzed in this report (i.e., 2019-2023), they align with what is revealed from recently published reports.
Written accounts from incarcerated persons illustrated concerns about corrosive pipes. Around
2016, incarcerated persons at Wainwright filed a federal complaint to the Eastern District of Texas,
modeled after the Pack Unit lawsuit, alleging that they are drinking water tainted with lead and copper
from the prison’s decaying and corroded service lines, causing stomach disease for some (Bernd). One
advocate alleges that TCEQ has notified neighboring residents of copper and lead in the water system
servicing the unit (Tsolkas, 2017). The Wainwright unit only had trace barium, chromium, and fluoride.
However, test results indicate improvement with lead and copper within limits.
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Given that copper, lead, and other metals
remain an issue in some TDCJ units,

immediate solutions must be provided to allow

incarcerated people to decontaminate their
water, followed by long-term solutions guided

by environmental justice.

(1)

Although the SDWA was passed in the late 80s, some advocates allege that Texas refused to spend money
to replace such pipes (Washington, 2018), reflecting letter responses detailing corrosive pipes, which is a
claim to our knowledge that has yet to be refuted. Should TDCJ implement purification plans at its units,
filtration alone would not address the issue of facilities with lead piping and fixtures. Metal contamination
is something that will need to be combatted from the inside in. The Biden-Harris administration has
spearheaded an initiative to replace toxic lead pipes across the country (The White House). Though a great
step toward ensuring clean water for the country, people incarcerated in correctional facilities would not
benefit from such initiatives. In sum, given that copper, lead, and other metals remain an issue in some
TDCJ units, immediate solutions must be provided to allow incarcerated people to decontaminate their
water, followed by long-term solutions guided by environmental justice.

Bacterial Contamination

TCR Sample Results

Total coliform rule (TCR) samples reveal the presence of total coliform bacteria and E. coli. Of the 16
active sampled locations, 10 had acceptable results while 6 locations revealed the presence of coliform,
and one area (i.e., Ramsey) showed E. coli as well.® Of the units with contaminated water samples over
the 2018-2023 period (n=6), the average number of samples with coliform present ranged from 1 to 8, with
an average (standard deviation) of 4.5 (2.43) contaminated samples. From 2019 to 2023, the total number
of samples with coliform between the 6 locations with contaminated water samples rose; while there were
no positive TCR samples in 2019, the largest total number of TCR samples across units occurred in 2023,
demonstrating a downward trend in water quality (Figure 2). Furthermore, it is worth noting that all 6
units with positive coliform samples used a groundwater system, specifically from wells. In terms of the human impact
of this contamination, an estimated 18,552 incarcerated people are currently serviced across these 6 units that
contained coliform contamination during the time period.

% Among these units was Water Hauler-R 1V, which had acceptable results during the past 5

years but did show a positive coliform sample result from 2024. When brought up to a TCEQ employee, the individual
asserted that E. Coli could have been present from the hands of the water sampler; however, repeat samples with E.
Coli present may signal more of a structural, systemic issue.
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Table 3. Number of TCR Sample Results (2019-2023)

Sampled Location \ Primary Active Water Source Coliform E. coli
Coffield & Michael Groundwater 6 0

Beto Groundwater 5 0

Ramsey Area Groundwater 8 4
Memorial Groundwater 3 0

Jester Il Groundwater 4 0

Luther* Groundwater 1 0

Average (SD) NA 4.5 (2.43) 0.67 (1.63)

Abbreviations: SD: Standard deviation
*Luther unit has a 2024 coliform violation as well

Figure 2. Positive Coliform Samples in Contaminated Locations over Time (2019- 2023)
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Survey and Letter Responses

As community advocates and researchers, we have had our attention called to the damaging effects of H
Pylori infection, as well as the inadequate treatment offered (e.g., Pepto-Bismol and antibiotics [Bernd])
and the susceptibility incarcerated persons suffer toward contracting other illnesses such as COVID-19
(Shafer). For instance, over a dozen incarcerated persons at the Wainwright unit, formerly Eastham, have
allegedly developed stomach problems from H Pylori in the water, though TDCJ denies testing or
diagnosing for this bacterial contamination (Bernd; Washington, 2017). As H. pylori was not tested for in
the TCEQ water results, survey questions were administered to assess such experiences. The limited survey
results (N=7) did not uncover any cases of H. pylori because folks either indicated negatively or were
unsure of their loved one’s or own diagnosis.

However, when responding to symptoms from water contamination, all (6/6) folks on the outside who took
the survey reported their loved ones had experienced gastrointestinal issues (e.g., frequent burping/gas,
nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, bloating, or abdominal pains) after drinking the unit’s water. The one
incarcerated person who responded indicated flu-like symptoms which was also reported by 3 others on the
outside. The one incarcerated person and 2 loved ones indicated neurological issues (e.g., dizziness,
confusion, numbness). Two folks on the outside reported respiratory issues (e.g., coughing, difficulty
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breathing), and a single loved one reported skin issues (e.g., rash or lesions). It is worth mentioning that
some of these symptoms could be a result of bacterial or other contamination, or unrelated to water quality
entirely. All but one respondent indicated seeking medical treatment while incarcerated. Two respondents
in the free world reported that their loved one had been denied treatment.

9

""We are drinking contaminated water (Toxic) and
I'm proof of this; I now have H. Pylori from this

drinking water & food... they killing us... | tested

positive about 2 1/2 weeks ago. They are trying to
cover up this H. Pylori..."" (Coffield Unit,
December 2019).

(1

Through letter responses, several incarcerated vocalized concerns about H. pyloriin their unit.
Interestingly, most complaints were alleged at Coffield Unit, followed by McConnell, Hobby, and Carole
Vance. This is unsurprising as the Warden Coffield Unit and other agents have been sued over the alleged
conditions of H. pylori (Garza v. Davis). As one individual shared, "The Administration provides all
residents here with water and ice every day, but the water has Helicobacter Pylori, and high levels of E.Coli
Bacteria a thing that is harmful to our health” (McConnell Unit, August 2019). Another person at McConnell
stated, “The water here is contaminated, some inmates getting sick with H-Pylori-bacterial disease. All
officers do not drink the water, they bring their water or buy their water from the commissary” (McConnell
Unit, October 2021). Here, this person points out an important distinction between incarcerated persons and
officers subjected to the same water quality—whereas officers have the autonomy to supplement with water
from home, incarcerated people do not. One H. pylori-positive man shared his story: "We are drinking
contaminated water (Toxic), and I am proof of this; I now have H Pylori from this drinking water & food...
they are killing us... H Pylori causes different cancers. | tested positive about 2 1/2 weeks ago. They are
trying to cover up this H Pylori... people are finding out they have it, it is no cure for this" (Coffield Unit,
December 2019).

One incarcerated Texan at Hobby Unit wrote to TPCA in June 2022 also alleging the water source contained
H-Pylori. She went on to describe a “baby blue” hue to the drinking water. While baby blue tinges can be
caused by copper, it comes as no surprise the city of Marlin had 20 samples exceed action levels for
copper as of the last testing in 2021 (TCEQ Water System Search), thus highlighting an issue of prisons
that get their water from substandard city systems. Although such claims of copper and H. pylori cannot be
confirmed with TCEQ data, the water system search database does show Marlin having potentially unsafe
levels of cyanide (.1 mg/L), at only half of the EPA's MCL, as recently as 2023. However, the
Environmental Working Group has deemed that in 2021, Marlin was in serious violation of several federal
drinking water standards (EWG Tap Water Database). Several citizens in Marlin have spoken out against
what they claim are unsafe water conditions (Myers), though in the words of this citizen at Hobby, "as
incarcerated individuals are given the same water source we have no voice." This instance shows
that
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without the proper tools, incarcerated folks’ concerns may not always be scientifically precise, but they
often point to underlying issues that are undeniable. While most bacterial complaints involved H. pylori,
somebody at Carole Vance vocalized concerns about the unsanitary conditions around providing water at
his unit in 2022 as well as the spread of hepatitis B amongst those incarcerated. He further alleges
Pfiesteria as well as H. pylori in the water. Richmond, Texas, where Carole Vance is located, shows the
presence of coliform as of 2024 (TCEQ Water System Search), which may suggest the presence of other
contaminants.

Summary and Examining Results in Context

According to the TCEQ data, half the locations with coliform present (i.e., Coffield, Ramsey, and
Memorial) contain agribusiness on unit, specifically swine finishing operations and cow/calf operations
(Texas Department of Criminal Justice), thus causing vulnerability to water contamination.’ In this way,
the available TDCJ water test results demonstrate a concern that advocates and incarcerated Texans alike
have been sharing for many years: bacterial contamination is of the utmost concern in TDCJ units that use
groundwater systems and engage in industrial animal agriculture. It is also worth noting that several of the
units (i.e., Coffield and Michael, Ramsey, Memorial, Luther) appear in system susceptibility summaries
published by TCEQ (see Appendix A) rated as having a high susceptibility to drinking water contamination.
Carceral accounts provided through letters to TPCA only provide further evidence of such potential
contamination.

It is worth mentioning the over 90-year-old Memorial Unit (formerly Darington) (PrisonPro; Zuniga)
contained coliform in its water during the timeframe analyzed (specifically, 2022 and 2023). This confirms
the published accounts of people incarcerated at this unit who call upon advocates to ask the EPA to survey
their water (Zuniga). The results may also provide evidence of incarcerated people's observations of
elevated levels of fecal coliform at the water system that supplies Michael and Coffield Units (Bernd).
While some accounts may be confirmed, the TCEQ Water System Search does not provide information
for H. pylori, so allegations by incarcerated Texans cannot be confirmed.

In sum, TDCJ’s water samples show coliform in water at a handful of units and E Coli at a specific location.
Additionally, the survey responses from loved ones, though from a limited sample, illustrate a general trend
of potential complications of water contamination such as gastrointestinal issues and seeking medical
treatment. Letters and survey responses from incarcerated people illustrate water contamination and, in
some instances, people becoming ill due to their unit’s water.

10 Many units engage in such industries; in fact, Clemens, Coffield, Ellis, Ferguson, Hilltop, Memorial, Pack, Ramsey,
Wainwright, and Wynne units all engage in "swine finishing operation[s],” (Texas Department of Criminal Justice).
Buffalo Ranch, Coffield, Ellis, Memorial, Pack, Ramsey, and Wainwright also engage in cow/calf operations (Texas
Department of Criminal Justice). However, according to one TCEQ employee that the researchers spoke with, prisons
must comply with rules as to how far their businesses must be from water sources.
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Other Contamination Sources and Actions by Incarcerated Texans

99

"'98% cold water available, with sand and
slime in the cans. Often causing lower bowel

problems™ (Unknown Unit, September 2021).

66

Letters and surveys sent by incarcerated Texans uncovered allegations of additional
contamination. Between 2019 and 2023, TPCA received 50+ responses (from surveys sent by TPCA
and spontaneous accounts) detailing unclean and/or contaminated water coolers, including pest-infested
coolers and ones handled in an unsanitary manner.

Firstly, the water itself is sourced in a potentially unclean manner. A few pointed out the cooler water
comes straight from the mop closet faucet or from the showers without filtration. Even more people
commented on how the water coolers are not often cleaned and some noted pests such as bugs, rats,
and maggots in the coolers. The frequency of such pest contamination ranged, with some citing
contamination sometimes, while some asserted it was more common: “The water has ants in it
always” (Coffield Unit, August 2022). For some, unsanitary conditions had consequences. Per one
individual, "98% cold water was available, with sand and slime in the cans. Often causing lower bowel
problems” (Unknown Unit, September 2021).

Potential contamination was also detailed through staff and incarcerated persons servicing the water or
ice in coolers with dirty hands, without gloves, et cetera:

"The cooler is placed in the doorway of the exit which is next to the shower. The ice bag broke & the
ice went into the shower stall & all over the floor. The dorm boss [redacted] instructed the ice crew to
"pick up the ice" of the prison shower floor & "put it in the cooler." (Crain Unit, August 2019)

"[We] fill our cooler with water at-will, they bring ice four, 5 times a day, often the ice machine
can NOT keep up, so they freeze water in trash bags, ice bags are broken on the dirty floor and emptied."
(Telford Unit, October 2022).
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Table 4. Quotes Demonstrating Dirty and/or Contaminated Water Coolers

Issue Quote

Pest-Infested Coolers “T have found roaches, hair, and strange stuff floating in the coolers.” (Alfred
Hughes Unit, September 2020)

“There have been paper towels frozen in the ice, with mosquitoes.”
(Hutchins State Jail, August 2020)

“[Blugs/dirt inside coolers, spout covered in mold.” (Stiles Unit, July 2022)
Coolers Not Cleaned or | "The ice (igloo) coolers are not washed out, so a film of black mold grows in
Maintained them - They just dump ice in there.” (Coffield Unit, July 2020)

"The water containers have not been cleaned, sanitized, in the months since
being set out. Not once." (Unknown Unit, July 2020)

“[H]ave yet to see administration have water cooler sanitized.” (Holliday
Unit, September 2021)

Coolers Contaminated | “The cooler is left uncleaned and serviced with dirty hands gloved in water.”
by Staff or Incarcerated | (Powledge Unit, July 2022)

people “Our water cooler is usually dirty and handed by guards who do not change
their gloves after handling garbage - then do cooler filling. (Gross).” (Carol
Young Medical Facility, July 2020)

“The method in the way the ice and water are placed in the coolers is very
unsanitary, no gloves, and the plastic ice buckets are placed on the cans after
each use. No hair nets/gloves, etc.” (Ramsey Unit, July 2020)

While not frequently described, a few incarcerated Texans reported water coolers or water sources being
overtreated with chemicals. Someone attested to water coolers getting cleaned; however, they
stated: "Tastes like chemicals after coolers are cleaned, causes me diarrhea" (Coffield Unit, August
2019). One man wrote to TPCA expressing he felt there were "[a] lot of chemicals in water" at
Coffield Unit (July 2022). Another individual stated, "The water is contaminated with bacteria and over-
treated with chemicals that hurt your stomach™ (Michaels Unit, July 2022).

Someone from the McConnell Unit wrote the following:

"l believe that it was back in January 2022, that the Beeville, Bee-Picayune Newspaper... published
an article about that the city of Beeville treats its water system with a chemical that causes several
distinct kinds of cancers and in some cases cause or affect the persons nervous system." (McConnell
Unit, March 2022)

Although city water systems servicing Texas prisons were not systematically analyzed, recent results do
reveal treated water; as of September 2024, the city of Beeville’s water was found to have 502.000 pg/L of
chlorite (TCEQ Water System Search). This level does not meet the EPA’s MCL (1000 pg/L). However, it
is not even 200 pg/L shy of a level that has been linked to health complications in sensitive groups such as
pregnant women (Righi et al). Additionally, the EWG has found the city of Beeville to be in serious
violation of federal standards for drinking water (EWG Tap Water Database). In 2022, Beeville made local
news for its water supply containing exceeding values of the chemical trihalomethanes (THMs) that can
increase one's risk of developing cancer (Salinas). According to TCEQ Water System Search in 2022,
Beeville had coliform present in its water along with trace levels of analytes (e.g., cyanide and arsenic).
Such accounts demonstrate how incarcerated people often must rely on secondhand information to stay
informed on water quality.

It is worth noting that a few incarcerated people have written to TPCA and the researchers about acting
against their water conditions. For example, some who wrote to TPCA indicated they had filed grievances
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over toxic water. However, several incarcerated Texans reported either fearing or experiencing retaliation
for writing grievances on the various negative conditions they encountered in prison. One person
shared his experience at Coffield, including it being "short of staff" and having "[p]oor water
conditions, low chlorine, often dirty, no ice during the hottest part of the day." He went on to indicate
he was not in the grievance process: "No grievance filed for fear of retaliation" (July 2022). Another
echoed, "Grievances do not work! They are a waste of time & make you a target" (Terrell Unit, February
2021).

A few incarcerated people elaborated on why the grievance process, regardless of topic addressed,
feels like a waste to them: "The Alfred P Hughes Unit Grievance Department does not investigate
grievances correctly; they send them back and every grievance step 1 takes more than 60 days (about 2
months) to answer" (January 2022). Another shared that while housed in segregation at Beto, the
grievance personnel never picked up grievances. For some, the ramifications seemed serious. One woman
who filed complaints about her treatment explained, "I am being menaced harassed, and threatened and
being exploited because | DO grievances" (Mountain View Unit, July 2022). Another shared that
retaliation often looks like "moving us to a violent unit or moving us to seg... [s]o at this point there
usually a timidness to file any grievances” (Coffield, July 2022). In sum, even in the face of potential
contamination, incarcerated Texans are left with little information on these conditions or avenues for
effectively advocating for change. The lack of justice and autonomy offered to citizens behind bars
warrants further action and interference by local groups, governments, and agencies.

Notices of Violation and Enforcement

Notices of Violation

Two sources of data on notices of violation were analyzed: 1) violations from the aforementioned
TCEQ Water System Search and 2) violations from the Texas Data Portal. Violations from the Water
System Search come from observations and tests by local labs that submit water samples which
TCEQ then publishes and, when need be, issue violations. In other words, these violations are based on
more routine lab samples surrounding testing procedures and the presence of analytes (e.g., lead and
copper exceedances) and other contaminates for which TCEQ issues violations. On the other hand,
the Texas Data Portal violations come from data entered by TCEQ inspectors themselves (as opposed
to local labs) when they visit a site, either due to a regular investigation or from a complaint. This may
include site-specific issues such as storage or siphoning issues.

Water System Search

According to the TCEQ Water System Search, of the 16 active locations, 15 locations had received
notes of violations between 2019 and 2023. A single unit (i.e., Buffalo Ranch Prison Farm) had test
results but no violations, indicating acceptable conditions. Therefore, the majority of active TDCJ water
systems were in violation of TCEQ standards during the timeframe analyzed. It is worth once again
noting that most of these units relied on groundwater systems such as wells. However, Clemens used
surface water, and the unit had more violations than any other often due to violations in reporting and
monitoring.
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Figure 3. Percent of Active Units with Violations (2019-2023 TCEQ)

No Violations
6%

Violations
94%

Table 5. Notices of Violation by Sampled Location (2019-2023)

Sampled Location

Primary Active Water Source

Number of Violations

Coffield & Michael* Groundwater 6
Beto* Groundwater 4
Chase Field* Grouqndwater 15
Hauler- R 1V Facilities Maintenance Groundwater purchased 13
Clemens* Surface water purchased 37
Ramsey Area Groundwater 7
Memorial Groundwater 9
Hauler RIII Groundwater purchased 13
Jester 111 * Groundwater 8
Baten & Jordan* Groundwater 1
Luther** Groundwater 6
Pack* Groundwater 7
Wainwright!? Groundwater 2
Ferguson Groundwater 7
Water Hauler R1 Facilities Maintenance Surface water purchased 5

*The sampled location had one open violation at time of data collection

**The sample location had 2 open violations at time of data collection. Chase Field refers to the Chase Field Industrial
Complex in Beeville, Texas containing Chase Field Work Camp, Garza West, the Bachelor Office Quarters for correctional
officers, etc.

The most common violations were classified as 3A (appearing 48 times) and 75 (appearing 35 times).
3A pertains to the fact that, during a given compliance period, the system failed to collect every
required coliform sample from the unit and therefore the quality of the drinking water at that time is
not certain.

1 Inmates at the Wainwright Unit, formerly Eastham, have documented several water issues. Prior to our timeframe
of analysis, between 2003 and 2017, the unit received more notices of violation than any other state prison- a total of
235 to be exact (Bernd). Wainwright is one of the oldest prisons in Texas, operating since 1917 (Bernd; Tsolkas, 2017;
Washington, 2017).
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Violation 75 involves a public notice, requiring the public to be notified, often due to violations that could
impact public health or the environment.

Table 6. Violation Frequency by Sampled Location (2019-2023)

Violation Type Violation Name No. of Violation
Code Appearances
2 MCL, AVERAGE 3
2A LEVEL 1 ASSESS, MULTIPLE TC POS (RTCR) 1
3A MONITORING, ROUTINE, MINOR (RTCR) 48
27 MONITORING, ROUTINE (DBP), MAJOR 16
34 MONITOR GWR TRIGGERED/ADDITIONAL, MINOR 4
45 FAILURE ADDRESS DEFICIENCY (GWR) 1
51 INITIAL TAP SAMPLING (LCR) 1
52 FOLLOW-UP OR ROUTINE TAP M/R (LCR) 7
53 WATER QUALITY PARAMETER M/R (LCR) 8
57 OCCT/SOWT RECOMMENDATION/STUDY (LCR) 2
66 LEAD CONSUMER NOTICE (LCR) 7
71 CCR REPORT 1
75 PUBLIC NOTICE RULE LINKED TO VIOLATION 35
T6 FAILURE TO ADOPT/SUBMIT EPP FOR APPROVAL 6

Abbreviations: DBP: Disinfection by-products; EPP; Emergency Preparedness Plan; GWR: Groundwater Rule; LCR: Lead &
Copper Rule; MCL: Maximum Contaminant Level; No: Number; OCCT/SOWT: Optimal Corrosion Control Treatment/
Safe Water Optimization Tool; RTCR: Revised Total Coliform Rule

Texas Data Portal

According to the Texas Data Portal, only 5 units with available data during the 2019-2023 period received
notices of violation. Coffield unit received 6 violations, Beto unit received 5 violations, Jester 11l had 3,
Estelle received 2, and Buffalo Ranch had just one.

The notices of violation cover a few of the following

issues: unauthorized discharge of sewage and waste

into or adjacent to a body of water... clear wells and

drinking water storage tanks not being tightened
properly to avoid leakage... maintenance violations
that allow for the possibility of rodents and other

disease vectors to contaminate the water...

(]

The notices of violation cover a few of the following issues: unauthorized discharge of sewage and waste
into or adjacent to a body of water in the state of Texas (26.121(a)(1)), clear wells and drinking water
storage tanks not being tightened properly to avoid leakage (290.43(c)(6)), and maintenance violations that
allow for the possibility of rodents and other disease vectors to contaminate the water (290.46(m)).

An Investigation of Water Quality in Texas Department of Criminal 31
Justice Facilities: 2019-2023 Analysis



Additional violations of note involved backflow (i.e., contaminated water flowing in the wrong direction
and polluting a clean water line), where water connection from a public drinking water supply exists in an
establishment where “an actual or potential contamination hazard exists” without protecting the water
facilities from contamination (290.44(h)(1)). Some violations involved testing equipment, such as the
requirement of accurate testing measures to monitor chemical treatment or pathogen inactivation/removal
(290.46(s)(1)). Looking at notices of violation over the past decade, there is a recognizable trend in notices
of such violation involving issues from backflow, waste discharge, maintenance, treatment triggers and
assessment requirements, monitoring, and reporting, and providing adequate and safe water supply
(Appendix C).

Category B violations, though less severe than Category A, require a Notice of Violation at first occurrence,
which may include minor noncompliance issues. However, enforcement is triggered when violations are
not corrected by a specific date. The Category B violations issued against TDCJ spanned those based on
general provisions (290.39), water distribution (290.44), unauthorized discharge (26.121), and standard
permit conditions (305.125) (Appendix C).

Category C violations represent the lowest degree of severity in noncompliance, whereas 3 Category C
violations in a 5-year period result in automatic enforcement. The Category C violations spanned those
based on standard permit conditions (305.125), water storage (290.43), and minimum acceptable
operating practices for public drinking water systems (290.46) (Appendix C).

Notices of Enforcement (Texas Data Portal)

Data were also collected surrounding TCEQ notices of enforcement (issued in the event of serious or
continued violations) from the Texas Data Portal; however, none are applicable to this analysis as none
were listed in the 5-year period. The majority were issued right before the beginning of our period (2019)
in 2018. However, it is worth mentioning that of the notices of enforcement documented between 2014 and
2018, 33 were issued against Coffield Unit and 3 were against Beto Unit. The violations ranged from A to
C rankings and included a failure to “maintain the foundation of the ground storage tank,” “provide an
elevated storage capacity of 100 gallons (about 378.54 L) per connection,” “provide annual backflow
prevention device testing results,” “provide annual storage tank inspection reports,” and “comply with
permit effluent limits...” The lack of notices of enforcement in the 2019-2023 period signals improvement
by these 2 units which should be celebrated; however, the data reveal that certain units do in fact grapple
with histories of violations, enforcement, and noncompliance that needed recovering from.
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Discussion and Recommendations

Investigation

99

We strongly encourage the immediate investigation of all
Texas prisons and jails. Investigations must become more
comprehensive by expanding its tests to include common
contaminants (e.g., sulfur) and potentially water-borne
illnesses (e.g., H. Pylori and E. Coli).
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Based on the data uncovered in this report, much of which echoes existing incarcerated Texan’s complaints,
we strongly encourage the immediate investigation of all Texas prisons water supplies. We propose
the following recommendations:

e TCEQ investigations must become more comprehensive

o Testing water across units is sorely needed to detect common contaminants (e.g., sulfur),
water-borne illnesses (e.g., E. coli) and contaminants from animal manure and other
industrial waste. As such, testing should be expanded to include other bacterial infections
such as H. pylori and other potential contaminants such as Legionella.

o Internal water testing should be conducted at every prison facility consistently in multiple
facility areas. Though lab tests from TCEQ data do show some sample sites located inside
the unit depending on the location (e.g., kitchen, bathroom), TCEQ data does not clearly
suggest consistent tests are being performed inside prison walls, opening the potential for
contamination from lead fixtures to go unnoticed.

o There should be increased transparency by providing water test results to incarcerated
people annually.

o For units with agribusiness, TCEQ investigations should involve ensuring that such industries are
following protocol for handling waste and safeguarding water. TDCJ must implement transparent
policies for the improved handling of livestock waste and the measures to safeguard the water
sources at such units.

e Although outside of the scope of this report, we also encourage legislators to consider immigration
and customs enforcement (ICE) detention facilities as well in ensuring that all those incarcerated
in Texas have access to quality drinking water.

e \We encourage further investigation of the water quality and impacts of city and county water
services that service TDCJ Units.
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Decarceration

What we advocate for might be referred to as decarceration, or a reduction in prisons’ size and operating
scope (Purdum et al.). In other words, we recommend a decrease in the number of units and a reduction
in the prison population. Some TDCJ correctional officers have even publicly advocated for this strategy,
rather than pouring money into updating prisons or replacing existing ones (Neff and Blakinger). Reducing
the prison population has also been advocated from a public health perspective. During the peak of the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, many health experts advocated for reducing prison populations to stop the
spread of the virus (Hawks et al; Vest et al.). To the extent that many waterborne illnesses are
communicable, such as H. pylori, measures should be followed that are like those advocated during the
peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. It should be noted that Texas has a substantial incarceration rate (751 per
100,000) with over 134,000 people in prison (LBB, October 2024), higher even than the U.S national rate
(614 per 100,000); for context, the incarceration in the UK is 144 per 100,000 and in New Jersey it is 270
per 100,000 (Widra). So, Texas could stand to lose its status as one of the nation- and world-wide leaders
in incarceration. Additionally, Texas jails have recently been facing overcrowding for several reasons
(Salhotra), which poses a further issue for Texas prisons where some incarcerate people may go on to be
housed that are already operating beyond their means; around 25% of TDCJ correctional officer positions
are currently unfulfilled (Salhotra).

Researchers have offered concrete solutions to achieving a sizing down on prisons. Many of these are
common sense, such as “shortening sentences, expediting trials, and placing fewer people in jail” (Purdum
et al.). Another method that scholars have put forth includes the development or expansion of good-time
credits that enable folks to leave prison earlier for good behavior as well as diversion programs that keep
people out of jails (Herzing and Piché). Another solution we offer is for the state to consider the release of
incarcerated people who have been afflicted with water-borne diseases to receive free world care, which
would be financially beneficial to both TDCJ and taxpayers due to the immense price tag associated with
housing a single Incarcerated person during a given year as well as providing medical treatment
(Henrichson et al.). This initiative would also benefit the incarcerated individual in that they may have
impacts from disease or lingering chronic issues that could benefit from specialized care outside of prison.

The average age of an incarcerated person has increased over the past decades due to longer sentencing
(Hawks et al.). As many older incarcerate people already suffer from pre-existing afflictions and thus are
more medically vulnerable (Purdum et al.), the dramatic reduction of prison populations would particularly
benefit older incarcerated individuals due to health-related issues. Also, in the context of our report,
elevated levels of water toxicity may have a long-term chronic effect on all incarcerated people, but
particularly older folks since they are more likely than younger folks to have a chronic illness. Therefore,
this age category deserves special attention. Such initiatives to address an aging prison population have
been explored, such as the First Step Act to release federal prisoners who are terminally ill or aging and
pose little to no threat to public safety. To quote one incarcerated Texan who wrote to TPCA:

"TDCJ inmate population is getting older and the cost to care for them is growing. Yet they are being denied
parole. We must start asking is this what a compassionate society does keep inmates/residents that are
70+... many of these inmates have age related cognitive impairment, traumatic brain injury, or organic
brain disorder like dementia and Alzheimer's. These inmates are the ones that are most vulnerable to
abuse and extortion." (Wallace Pack Unit, January 2023)

One could also view the release of some incarcerated people as an acknowledgment of the injustice behind
ongoing contamination in some Texas prisons. Presidents such as Barack Obama and Ronald Regan have
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pardoned incarcerate people affected by environmental catastrophes and contamination in prisons before
(Waters). However, these men who have been pardoned where not faced with stand-alone issues; we must
provide the same consideration to all incarcerated people affected by toxic prisons, especially the elderly,
ill, and disabled.

Incarcerated people have pointed out that elevated levels of arsenic could build over the long term to
increase TDCJ healthcare costs to address the effects of exposure (Grits for Breakfast). Along the same
lines, noncompliance with water quality standards comes with a price tag as prisons across the country have
incurred hefty fines from federal and state regulators under the Clean Water Act (Equal Justice Initiative).
Investigating the conditions of water in prisons and replacing infrastructure such as lead pipes in units
where necessary would carry a hefty price tag. Pouring funds into renovations to replace infrastructure and
constructing new units are unlikely to be effective solutions.

29

The more plausible and cost saving solution would
be decarceration, or the shutting down of facilities
with deteriorating infrastructure and environmental

vulnerabilities...
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While Texas prisons continue to be built in rural, undeveloped areas and use agribusiness, water quality
will remain a problem. Furthermore, renovations and new construction would be unfeasible because of
the many drastic overhauls needed across units. The more plausible and cost saving solution would be
decarcerating, or the shutting down of facilities with deteriorating infrastructure and environmental
vulnerabilities, for example. However, we cannot assume older units are the only ones with contaminated
water. Newer units that were established in the 90s and early 200s such as Batten, Jordan, Buffalo Farm
Prison Ranch, and Garza West in the Chase Field area were still identified in this report as having
contaminants or violations in the analyzed period. Shutting down units that have water contamination would
benefit the taxpayer and incarcerated Texan as well in that those funds saved in a complete overhaul of
units could be divested to improved water quality in existing units and providing incarcerated people with
adequate care. In sum, decarceration is a major step toward justice because, simply put, many of these
facilities are too dangerous for people to continue to live in, and the total prison population must be
decreased before these toxic units can be closed.

An Investigation of Water Quality in Texas Department of Criminal 35
Justice Facilities: 2019-2023 Analysis



Medical Solutions and Carceral Autonomy

We demand adequate medical care for all incarcerated Texans with a medical history of waterborne diseases
or lead poisoning in addition to the consideration of their release. Specific medical recommendations are
as follows:

o Incarcerated people should be tested for all water-borne communicable diseases (including H
Pylori and Legionella).

o At minimum, routine testing of incarcerated individuals should be performed at compliant
units and during known water contamination incidents.

o Individuals should be given the option to request testing when they feel it is necessary.

o Medical staff should be required to inform individuals of the risk and impacts of
contamination and provide medical assistance.

o Wastewater-based testing of prisons may be a cost-effective way to identify outbreaks of
disease, in addition to clinical testing, to slow or ideally stop further outbreaks (Hassard et
al.).

Some advocates allege cases of incarcerated folks requesting blood tests being denied and, in some
instances, further retaliated against (Roots Action; Washington 2015), and this should never be the case.
We join incarcerated Texans’ calls to have this medical and diagnostic information published to know how
many prisoners at each unit are being treated for water-borne illnesses such as H. pylori and/or related
stomach infections over a given time. Incarcerated people deserve to know what is in their drinking water
and in the case of contamination. The state of Texas should analyze existing and future medical records and
release anonymized data to reveal the percentage of incarcerated people suffering from such afflictions.
Our demands fall in line with the assertions from other scholars that information relating to the quality of
health of incarcerated people is often missing yet should be included in both federal and state data and
reports (Treadwell and Formicola). It is imperative that TDCJ’s Correctional Managed Health Care
Division and the University of Texas Medical Branch (UTMB) step in to ensure incarcerated Texans’
medical safety.

Short-Term Solutions

Due to the costs and time associated with these proposed solutions, there are a few short-term, band-aid
solutions that could be applied as a first line of attack. The first involves the grievance process. The
processes incarcerated people are provided to effect change, such as the grievance process, fall short.
Literature on the grievance process illustrates how incarcerated people often end up with denied requests
for change (Calavita and Jenness 2017). The current grievance process is not a viable option for Texas
incarcerated people, many of whom feel their complaints are not being heard or addressed. Incarcerated
Texans have and will continue to become frustrated at the ineffective grievance process. We recommend
a complete overhaul of the current system to include effective representation of incarcerated persons
and independent oversight: namely, that the department be independent of TDCJ to ensure fairness,
regulation, and unbiased investigation. Another short-term solution ties to reducing the non-systematic
contamination. First, while a waterline may be compliant (e.g., a well with clean water outside the
facility), it is possible that lead fixtures inside the unit could introduce contamination to the water. In the
case units with lead present refuse to shut down, all lead fixtures should be immediately replaced as a
form of harm reduction to mitigate exposure. Second, existing or novel protocols should be leveraged to
ensure that water and ice provided in coolers are clean, filtered, and handled with gloves and that coolers be
safely sanitized daily. Any water fountains should be inspected periodically and ensured they are
operating to maximize access to water. Water provided in areas such as the dayrooms and chow halls should
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be ensured for filtration. Should the safety of such tools be evaluated to not violate any contraband
measures, small, portable water filters could be provided to all incarcerated people or, at the very least,
provided as an option to buy in the commissary. Furthermore, the agency should be required to provide free
bottles of water rather than passing that cost onto incarcerated persons and their family members.

We understand from inside correspondence incarcerated Texans' concerns around times of boil water
notices. Firstly, an affordable, common-sense, readily accessible solution is to ensure that boil-water
advisories are always extended to incarcerated Texans; we have heard testimonies from folks who allege
that such advisories do not always reach incarcerated people. This effort must be intentional so there is
never any guestion as to whether their water is safe to drink or not. At times of boiling water notices (for
any reason ranging from a plumbing issue to a hurricane), TDCJ must be required to provide clean water
to incarcerated people, as codified by protocol. Given that boil water notices often accompany natural
disasters, emergency preparedness/action plans should be in place to ensure that incarcerated Texans are
provided a high standard of quality and quantity water as they are locked down in their cells. This is a right
that some incarcerated Texans have expressed through letters as being denied in not having water
distributed at all or enough during lockdowns.

We also acknowledge that as expressed through letters, some Texas incarcerated people have sought to
devise their emergency plans. We join these folks’ calls to enable emergency rations at times of boil water
notices past what they can store in their small lockers for limited personal items, rather than being penalized
for having to store extra bottled water in their cells/under their beds. Without any of these current options,
we believe it is not right to deny incarcerated Texans access to boiling water, whether it be in the form of
extra kitchen hours to boil water in preparation for a storm or access to electric tea makers that have no
dangerous exposed heat source but can boil water. We understand safety is a concern for many lawmakers,
but innovative and practical solutions exist and must be sought after to ensure the state’s incarcerated
citizens the right to safe and adequate water. While we may suggest these band-aid solutions for their
potential immediate implementation, we should emphasize the state’s responsibility along with the
problem of leaving incarcerated people financially responsible for their water quality, leaving poor or
indigent incarcerated people vulnerable to substandard water quality. We would like to disrupt the cycle
where “the system... does not provide [incarcerated people] with protection or relief, so the burden falls on
the individuals” (Purdum et al.).

Conclusion

This report aimed to shed light on the current state of water quality in Texas prisons, One limitation to
this report is the quantity of available data. For instance, due to budgetary and time restraints, a larger
data set was not able to be procured by public information request. As a result, the limited number of
sampled locations with data available, which seemed to fall between the greater Houston and Dallas area,
may have contributed to a loss of geographic representation of units in the data. Also, as the researchers
only looked at prison locations using TDCJ’s own water systems, further research is recommended into
the quality of water in prisons using city systems. It is worth noting that this report thus provides just a
glimpse into the water quality in TDCJ. Furthermore, our datasets could not provide information on
bacterial analytes outside of coliform. Therefore, incarcerated individuals’ anecdotal accounts could
not be confirmed nor denied, meaning that it is possible that such contamination occurs in Texas
prisons without our knowing or having proof. The quantity of survey data was also limited as it stands
to reflect preliminary findings in ongoing polling.
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In providing several solutions, we would like to reiterate that it is not just the individual prisons’
responsibility, but the responsibility of the Governor of Texas and the Texas State Legislature to address
these environmental and, in turn, human rights issues inside their prisons. Furthermore, regulatory
institutions such as the TCEQ and EPA must include incarcerated people in their environmental justice
policies and provide oversight to correctional facilities. Organizations such as the American Correctional
Association must focus on water-related issues in Texas prisons and beyond. We hope that this report
eventually contributes to a policy surrounding water standards in Texas prisons so that mandated testing at
regularly occurring intervals is no longer a suggestion but becomes codified by law. Incarcerated people
should not be forgotten as citizens of the state, as their health outcomes are the state’s direct
responsibility while they are confined. Environmental injustice within prisons must be addressed through
meaningful policy changes, and if substandard water conditions persist, continued legal action against the
state should be expected. Leveling the legal playing field is crucial to ensuring that incarcerated
individuals have the means to seek justice and hold the state accountable for their health and well-being.

Lawsuits are costly for TDCJ, and should the state continue to keep substandard water quality in some
or all units, then it should be expected that incarcerated people will continue to go against the state in
court. As some incarcerated activists pointed out, if TDCJ can use their expert witnesses to testify in
court that the water is safe, indigent incarcerated people should be provided with a means for their
expert witness. Evening the playing field between the state and its incarcerated population is vital in
ensuring that Texas incarcerated people can pursue legal justice for themselves. In sum, we demand
several solutions be implemented to benefit the health of those who do not have the autonomy to dictate
their environment and respond to environmental injustice.
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Appendix A: System Susceptibility

The TCEQ Water System search publishes “Source Water Assessment Results,” including a System
Susceptibility Summary. The results do not indicate immediate health risks but rather susceptibility to risks.
For example, susceptibility considers the way a well is constructed or the natural system of an aquifer.
Although TCEQ also supplies more detailed entry point susceptibility, we collected system susceptibility,
which considers all entry points. According to a TCEQ employee, these summaries were based on data
collected on or around 2006. While this falls far outside of our primary period of analysis (i.e., 2019-2023),
we have chosen to present the data because: 1) these analyses may be rerun at the end of this year and it
will be helpful to have data to compare to, 2) these analyses are based on the location of the water source
relative to its surroundings which, though subject to change, may be relatively stable, and 3) it provides a
historical context for what units are at the most risk of contamination.

Of the 16 active locations, 13 showed results while 3 did not. The results are summarized below, reflecting
either high susceptibility (H), meaning “there are activities near the source water and the natural conditions
of the aquifer or watershed make it very likely that chemical constituents may come into contact with the
source water,” medium (M) meaning somewhat likely, or low susceptibility (L) meaning unlikely contact.
Dash marks indicate there is no specific recorded data or analytes to back up a rating. As illustrated in the
table below, drinking water contamination and metal contamination pose a substantial risk in a small, cross-
sectional subsample of TDCJ units.

System Susceptibility Summaries

ampled Locatlio ASD e R O DB O D O
Coffield & - - - - L - M L
Michael Units
Beto Units - - M - L - L - M - L
Chase Field - - - - M - M
Clemens Unit - L M - M L -
Ramsey Area - L M - M L M L
Memorial Unit - L L L - L L L L
Buffalo Ranch - - - - M - - M
Prison Farm
Jester 111 Unit L L L L L L L L L L L
Baten & Jordan - M M M M M M M
Unit
Luther Unit - - - - - - - - - -
Pack Unit - L L M L L L L M L
Wainwright Unit - - - M - M - M
Ferguson Unit - - - - - - - - - -

Abbreviations: Asb: Asbestos; CN: Cyanide; DB: Disinfection Byproduct; DWC: Drinking Water
Contaminant Candidate; Met: Metals; Micr.: Microbials; Min.: Minerals; Oth: Other; RC:
Radiochemical; SOC: Synthetic Organic Chemicals; VOC: Volatile Organic Chemicals
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Appendix B: Estimated Number Affected

Number of Incarcerated Persons by TDCJ Unit Water Systems Analyzed (N=16)

Water System | Estimated No. People Served*
Coffield and Michael Units 6,806
Beto Unit 3,400
Chase Field (Garza East and West) 4,152

Water Hauler-R IV

Not applicable or available

Clemens

1,089

Ramsey Area (Ramsey, Stringfellow, Terrell)

4,236

Memorial

1,864

Water Hauler RIII

Not applicable or available

Buffalo Ranch

Not applicable or available

Jester Il 1,083
Baten and Jordan 1,115
Luther 1,163
Pack 1,290
Wainwright 2,370
Ferguson 2,356

Water Hauler RI

Not applicable or available

Total (minus non-housing systems)

30,924

Based on data from 7DCJ’s most recent High Value Dataset as of January 2025
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Appendix C: Violations by Category

Sampled Locations with Notices of Violations, Category B (2019-2023)

Sampled Location Violation #1 Violation #2
Coffield Unit 290.39())(2)(A) 290.44(h)(1)
Estelle Unit 26.121(a)(1); 305.125(4); -
Jester I11 Unit 26.121(a)(1); 305.125(4); 305.125(5) --

Sampled Locations with Notices of Violations, Category C (2019-2023)

Sampled Location Violation#1 | Violation#2  Violation#3 Violation #4 Violation #5
Beto Unit 305.125(5) 290.43(c)(6) | 290.46(f)(2) | 290.46(m) 290.46(s)(1)
Buffalo Ranch Prison Farm | 290.46(s)(1) -- -- -- -
Coffield Unit 290.46(f)(2) 290.46(m) 290.46(s)(1) | 290.46(s)(2)(C) | --
Estelle Unit 305.125(1); -- -- -- -

305.125(5)
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