
The Mississippi Department of Corrections has historically grappled with severe conditions of confinement failures further 
flamed by staffing shortages, yearly budget cuts, and a large and rising prison population -- all of which have left the  
Department incapable of safely housing the over 18,000 people within its custody. Recently, an unprecedented spate of 
deaths followed by a series of lawsuits, central leadership turnover, and now the COVID-19 crisis demand action from the 
governor to immediately reduce the state’s dangerously high prison population and ensure the health and safety of the people 
incarcerated in Mississippi prisons. The timeline below details the dramatic and escalating series of events that has gripped 
MDOC and the people in its custody in the last six months alone. However, the governor and department leaders have done 
little to address these crises at a time when decisive action is desperately needed.

Mississippi’s Prison Crisis  
from Parchman to COVID-19
A TIMELI NE OF TRAG EDY WITHO UT AC TION

D ECE MB ER 29TH, 2019

Chaos Erupts at Parchman

D ECE MB ER 31ST, 2019

Department of Corrections 
Commissioner Resigns

JA NUA RY 19TH, 2020:

Governor State of the  
State Address

FE B RUARY 5TH, 2020

DOJ Investigation 

FE B RUA RY 26TH, 2020

Parchman Lawsuit

MA RCH 3RD, 2020

Mississippi Rises to Second 
Highest Imprisoning State  

in the Country

To date, at least 40 people have died in Mississippi prisons since 
the end of December 2019, on top of an unprecedented number of 
reported deaths over the summer of 2018 and 2019. The number 
of deaths behind bars continues to rise. 

The top official of the Mississippi Department of Corrections 
resigns following a wave of deaths in custody from suicide, 
inadequate medical care, and chaos throughout the state prison 
system. 

Governor Reeves’s State of the State Address calls for the closure 
of Parchman’s Unit 29 after a spate of deaths resulting from horrific 
living conditions within the facility. Despite this promise, Unit 29 
remains open.

The United States Department of Justice launches a civil rights 
investigation to assess whether conditions of confinement within 
Mississippi state prison facilities violate Eighth Amendment 
protections against cruel and unusual punishment.

A high-profile lawsuit filed on behalf of 150 people incarcerated at 
Parchman accuses the Mississippi Department of Corrections of 
gross negligence.

Mississippi’s imprisonment rate (653 people in prison per 100,000 
population1)  surpasses Oklahoma’s (625 per 100,000 population2), 
pushing Mississippi into the #2 spot in the country.

https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/News/PressReleases/SMCI%20Staffing%20Crisis%20Prompts%20Lockdown%20and%20Visitation%20Cancellation.pdf
https://mississippitoday.org/2020/02/18/mississippi-cut-corrections-by-215m-horrid-conditions-violent-deaths-have-followed-at-parchman/
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/05/12/mississippi-prison-inmate-timmy-harden-dies-parchman/3120739001/
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2018/09/04/16-inmates-dead-mdoc-custody-august/1195953002/
https://mississippitoday.org/2019/07/16/coroner-six-parchman-inmates-dead-this-month-including-two-who-served-time-on-death-row/
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/politics/2019/12/31/mdoc-head-pelicia-hall-resigns-head-troubled-state-prison-system/2786873001/
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/politics/2020/01/27/reeves-state-state-fixing-parchman-reducing-red-tape-teacher-pay/4565513002/
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-announces-investigation-conditions-four-mississippi-prisons
https://www.cnn.com/2020/02/27/us/mississippi-prisons-yo-gotti-jay-z-second-lawsuit/index.html
https://www.fwd.us/news/ms-passes-ok/


MA RCH 13TH, 2020

CDC Issues Social Distancing 
Guidance

MA RCH 24TH, 2020

COVID-19 Infection Rate 
Surges Across State

A PR I L 13TH, 2020

COVID-19 in State Prisons

A PR IL 22ND, 2020

Model Projects Almost  
All Incarcerated  

Mississippians Will Contract 
Virus Without Action

M AY 5TH, 2020

More Incarcerated 
Mississippians Die

MAY 13TH, 2020

 Researchers Identify 
Mississippi As One of Most 

Vulnerable States to the 
Pandemic

MAY 15TH, 2020

Coronavirus Cases in Prisons 
Rise, MDOC Faces Second 

Lawsuit

 

 

The Center for Disease Control and Johns Hopkins University 
release guidance for social distancing and additional 
recommendations to curtail the spread of the coronavirus 
outbreak. Mississippi prisons, where basic medical care and 
hygiene practices were already not being met and most people  
live in open dorm-style settings, remain noncompliant with the 
public health guidance.   

Increased testing reveals a swell in new cases across 
the state. To date, Mississippi has over 10,000 confirmed cases  
of COVID-19, and 480 deaths with ongoing reports of new cases.

MDOC reports the first COVID-related death within the state 
prison system. MDOC has reported confirmed cases of COVID-19 
including one incarcerated man who tested positive for COVID-19 
after his death and an additional four positive cases among 
Department staff. However, only 47 incarcerated people have been 
tested at this point. 

FWD.us releases a report estimating the impact of COVID-19 on 
Mississippi’s incarcerated population. This new model finds that 
without action nearly everyone in MDOC custody will contract 
COVID-19 and 186 people will die from the virus.

More people continue to die of illness in state prisons but the 
Department has not confirmed whether or not the deaths are 
related to COVID-19.

The Surgo Foundation’s “COVID-19 Vulnerability Index” ranks 
Mississippi as one of the top five most vulnerable states to the 
pandemic. Factors of vulnerability include the state’s limited 
healthcare resources, high rates of preexisting medical conditions, 
and widespread financial insecurity among residents.

In response to the rising number of confirmed cases in state 
prisons, the Mississippi Center for Justice sues MDOC for failure 
to implement COVID-19 precautions. To date, 15 incarcerated 
people and 8 MDOC employees have tested positive for the virus.

Calculated using the Mississippi Department of Corrections Monthly Fact Sheet as of February 3, 2020, including the custody population plus “other custody,” “at large 
custody” and “hospital/medical” groups and  the U.S. Census Bureau estimate of Mississippi’s 2019 population. This excludes individuals on house arrest or ISP..

Calculated using the Oklahoma Department of Corrections Weekly Count total inside custody population on February 3, 2020 and the U.S. Census Bureau estimate of 
Oklahoma’s 2019 population. This excludes the county jail back-up and individuals housed outside of facilities or on GPS.

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/guidance-list.html?Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc
https://mississippitoday.org/2020/03/24/mississippi-has-nations-12th-highest-covid-19-infection-rate/?fbclid=IwAR0poVRNjAYECZzb3w74ifUzpQrYs1PEoowIuyuUTu-cjSb1QIHEIALSbm8
https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/14,0,420.html
https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/Documents/QA%20on%20the%20virus_041020.pdf
https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/Documents/QA%20on%20the%20virus_041020.pdf
https://theappeal.org/mississippi-coronavirus-testing-prisons/
https://theappeal.org/mississippi-coronavirus-testing-prisons/
https://www.fwd.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/MS-Incarceration-Data-Model-Brief-1-Pager.pdf
https://www.jacksonfreepress.com/news/2020/may/05/two-inmates-die-after-falling-ill-mississippi-pris/
https://precisionforcovid.org/ccvi
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/05/14/lawsuit-mississippi-inmates-not-adequately-tested-covid-19-do-not-have-soap/5192207002/
https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/Documents/Inmates%20cases%20chart.pdf
https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/Documents/Inmates%20cases%20chart.pdf
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/2020/05/14/lawsuit-mississippi-inmates-not-adequately-tested-covid-19-do-not-have-soap/5192207002/
https://www.mdoc.ms.gov/Admin-Finance/MonthlyFacts/2020-2%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/MS
http://doc.ok.gov/Websites/doc/images/Documents/Population/Count%20Sheet/2020/DOC%20OMS%20Count%202-3-20.pdf

