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The Reality of America's Inhumane Alternatives
to Detention Program

Since 2004, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (“ICE”) have heavily relied on alternatives to
detention (“ATDs”) to monitor individuals on the non-detained docket in attempts to decrease the use of
immigrant detention and ensure appearances in legal proceedings.[1] Commonly utilized ATDs include ankle
monitors, SmartLINK (tracking/surveillance application), or voice reporting systems.[2] As studies show the
harmful effects of ATDs, it is proven that ATDs are no more effective at ensuring appearances than community-
based support services.[3]

ICE created ATDs through the Intensive Supervision Appearance Program (“ISAP”),[4] a monitoring
program for individuals in immigration proceedings created initially to provide community-based alternatives,[5]
but ISAP is a subsidiary of one of the largest private prison contractors, GEO Group (“GEO”).[6] This conflict of
interest caused ICE’s contract with ISAP to move beyond immigration and become primary financial beneficiaries
resulting in significant profits to the private prison industry.[7] Twenty-eight percent “[o]f GEO’s revenue came
from ICE detention contracts” with a revenue of $1.37 billion between 2019 and 2020.[8]

To determine the efficiency of ATDs, one should assess if ATDs decrease the number of individuals in
immigrant detention.[9] Daily population of detained immigrants increased from 19,000 to over 50,000 with the
budget simultaneously increasing,[10] while participants in ATDs steadily increasing with budgets concurrently
skyrocketing.[11] In 2017, Congress provided $126 million for ATDs to monitor 53,000 daily participants[12]
while in 2021, Congress provided $353.9 million to monitor 120,000 participants.[13]

Individuals in ATDs suffer similar harms to those in immigrant detention. A study shows “[ISAP] damages
one’s physical and psychological health, creates social isolation, inflicts financial hardships, and undermines the
security of families and entire communities.”[14] The study reports 90% of participants experiencing harm to
physical health, 97% facing social isolation, 88% describing ankle monitors negatively impacting mental health,
and 74% reporting negative impacts on families/communities.[15] The invasive surveillance inflicting severe harm
is not necessary[16] because ISAP is no more effective at ensuring appearance than legal representation and
community support services.[17]

The Biden Administration stated intentions to break private prison contracts within the criminal system,
but there are no similar commitments regarding ATDs.[18] Nonetheless, there are currently 157,761 families and

single individuals in ATD programs.[19] Although the numbers are staggering, there are possible humane
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solutions to halt the increasing participants in ATDs because ATDs are most effective when rooted in respecting

human dignity and supplying social/legal support services to its participants.[20]
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