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“During the Flood” by Donald “C-Note” Hooker, K94063 (B5-136) PO Box 4490. 

 

In times of unnatural disaster, prisoners caged within institutions in storm paths and             
mandatory evacuation zones are regularly abandoned to ‘shelter in place’, where they            
endure horrendous and dangerous conditions. Simultaneously, inmate labor is         
exploited by the state and corporations alike and prisoners are routinely put on the              
frontlines of climate catastrophes to face flames and floodwaters alike for dollars per             
day. 

This zine, written by Mutual Aid Disaster Relief, is an evolving compendium of the              
legacy of inmate abandonment and exploitation in disaster. Here, whenever available,           
we amplify impacted inmateôs own words to tell their stories. 
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Part I ​………………………… “They left us there to die. “  

Prisoners in Disaster 

 

Part II​ …………………………òPrison labor is modern slavery.  Iôve been sent to 
solitary for speaking out.ò 

Prisoner Labor in Disaster 

 

Part III ​………………………… ñIt radiated heat in the heart of the Connally Unit 
without any escape.ò 

Climate Chaos and Mass Incarceration.  What Comes Next? 
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Part I 
Prisoners in Disaster 

It was 3am when the line of inmates were directed through knee deep floodwater at the 
Carole Young medical unit of the Texas detention center from the bunk house to the 
main building.  Hurricane Harvey was delivering a deluge across the state with up to 40 
inches of rain in some communities.  With nearly one hundred fellow detainees with 
disabilities, on dialysis, undergoing chemotherapy and with post-surgical wounds, the 
march across 75 yards of flooded terrain was difficult.  ñThatôs when I notice 
the ladies with wheelchairs, walkers and crutches are 
struggling.  One woman is crying hysterically because she is 
afraid of water and the dorm boss canôt get her to take one 
step​ forward.ò 

The situation deteriorated as the hours passed.  Carole-Young is situated 60 yards from 
the reservoir and the army corps had determined a breach was possible.  The facility 
had not been evacuated.  The next two days were a waiting game punctuated by 
screaming guards, the emergency on-site delivery of a baby by a pregnant inmate and 
dwindling food supply.  

A number of institutions were left un-evacuated during the powerhouse storm which 
took the lives of 68 people and caused 125 billion dollars in damage.  This refusal by 
prison officials exhibits the waning memory of their state’s history with reference to 
leaving people caged in the path of climate catastrophes.  

 
A Texas State prison unit in Rosharon is submerged by water from the flooded Brazos River in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Harvey. 
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After Hurricane Ike devastated Galveston County, TX in 2009, about 1,000 detainees, 
forced to shelter in place, suffered through dismal sanitary conditions. The city’s mayor 
had issued a mandatory evacuation, and the National Weather Service warned that 
anyone who stayed behind was facing “certain death.”  

Detainees stated that during the storm they could hear air conditioning units banging 
against the building. Water seeped into their sleeping quarters and caused ceiling tiles 
to fall off.  The story was wrought from within the vacuum of a culture of carceral 
autonomy by the Texas Civil Rights Project and other prisoner solidarity bodies.  They 
told of limited and dwindling water supplies and food as well as medical neglect and 
inadequate inmate access to medication. 

Inmate lives, not made a priority, led to indescribable suffering with no way out.  When 
Harvey struck, this evident history and record of lived experiences was ignored.  In 
Stiles unite, a Texas state prison near Beaumont, 3,000 prisoners were left in the storm 
path.  

While the Texas Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) reported that “offenders” were 
“in good spirits,” the reality of the experience from the other side of the bars drastically 
conflicted with that statement.  

With no way to flush toilets, cells were filled with the stench of urine and feces. 
Overflowing receptacles mingled sewage with floodwaters pooling on cell floors.  ñWe 
didnôt have to suffer like that.ò Stiles was one of four prisons, three state and 
one federal, in the storm path which Harvey slammed into, devastating the water 
pressure system, spilling exposed toxic waste from a Superfund site east of Houston 
and devouring communities under veritable lakes of contaminated floodwaters.  

Following the storm, as voices of the incarcerated began to recount their experiences 
inside of damaged institutions, inmate’s testimonies of self-restriction of meals and 
fluids began to surface,ò When the water got cut off, you couldnôt use the 
restrooms in the cell.  Now you gotta watch what you eat, you gotta 
watch what you drink.  They came around with some water and 
brought us sack lunches-sandwiches, things like that.  I couldnôt eat 
because it was going to make me use the restroom, and the whole cell 
is gonna be messed up.ò 
ICE and immigration detention profiteers CoreCivic and GEO Group likewise left 
detainees to shelter in place during Harvey.  GEO Group operates several different 
facilities that lay in the storm’s path, but both multi-billion-dollar corporations were 
unwilling to evacuate the people they profit from caging as a punishment for their 
exercising movement across borders.  
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Prior to the storm, more than 50 immigrant women and children were released from 
detention and left stranded at a bus station after being dropped off by ICE.  Their bus 
connections had been cancelled.  

TDCJ’s willful, collective memory loss of neighbor state, Louisiana’s Orleans Parish 
Prison nightmare during Hurricane Katrina allowed for the horrendous conditions 
inmates at Stiles and other un-evacuated institutions were forced to endure during 
Harvey, and Ike years prior - as well as any future inmates left abandoned in the 
disaster path.  

The events that unfolded in the Orleans Parish Prison (OPP) following Sheriff Marlin N. 
Gusman’s refusal to comply with the mayor’s first ever mandatory evacuation of the city 
of New Orleans contributed to the scenes of suffering and destruction emblazoned in 
the historic tragedies of Hurricane Katrina.  

Following Gusman’s contention that “The prisoners will stay right where they belong”, 
OPP was plunged into darkness. Katrina closed in and inmates on the lowest level lost 
ventilation and stifling heat took hold.  Electrical doors became inoperable and 
hopelessly locked shut, which trapped prisoners inside as floodwaters rose to their 
chests.  

An inmate in a second level cell worked unsuccessfully with his cell-mate to kick open 
their door, "It's on a hinge that slides back and forth," he recalls. "You 
can knock it off its hinge and then slide out the bottom of the cell. And 
we're doing all this in the darkðall you see is the water." Below them the 
terrified prisoners began to riot in the sewage-tainted floodwaters. 

Thus, the legacy of prisoners trapped in Katrina’s path is one in which 6,500 
incarcerated persons were abandoned up to their necks in floodwaters while guards fled 
wholesale.  

The ACLU report released one year after the storm: Abandoned & Abused: Orleans 
Parish Prisoners in the Wake of Hurricane Katrina, spoke with one thousand prisoners 
who had been stranded in the stifling heat in partially submerged Orleans Parish Prison 
while guards fled the premises.  These were experiences of utter terror.  

One guard was reportedly locked in a ward of the prison and ordered to the roof with a 
shotgun and given the directive to shoot any inmate exiting the flooding building.  This 
command, to murder unarmed inmates fleeing for their lives in the absence of any state 
or city body evacuating them to safer spaces, took place while, outside the prison, 
armed white supremacist vigilantes were shooting and killing people of color. During the 
height of the vigilante violence, the perpetrators gleefully recounted their racism fueled 
killing sprees on video, saying it was “like pheasant season”.  
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This atmosphere also included an occupation of police, military and private defense 
contractors, then known as Blackwater, to whom black, brown and impoverished 
survivors were, in the predominant narrative, all viewed as criminal. For all intents and 
purposes, these armed disaster colonialist forces treated New Orleans residents in their 
entirety as escaped prisoners rather than storm-impacted community members 
enduring a veritable hellscape with no end in sight.  

Even in a state of endangerment, where the instinct of survival kicks in and the systems 
of class imposed upon us become secondary features, prison guards, police and 
militarized ‘first responders’ still view incarcerated bodies through a lens of domination 
and act accordingly.  

Inmate statements on the events in OPP all affirm their neglect, abandonment and 
endangerment when they should have been evacuated to higher ground.  Gusman has 
responded, in the face of these testimonies, by calling detainees speaking out 
“crackheads, cowards and criminals.” This was followed up in another Gusman 
interview by him saying, “They’re in jail, man. They lie.”  

 

Realizing the mistake in his insistence in trapping prisoners at the doomed facility, 
Gusman sent in rescue teams to evacuate inmates only after they were trapped for 
days in the pitch black, fighting to escape the toxic floodwaters.  

Years later in Florida, with a mass evacuation underway as a precursor to Hurricane 
Irma, inmates in Miami-Dade’s most vulnerable institutions were forced to shelter in 
place in defiance of Miami’s storm surge planning map. The largest facility is the federal 
prison in downtown Miami with 1,316 inmates at the time that Irma struck. The county 
jail near Marlins Park had 1,064 inmates and the two state facilities located near 
Homestead had nearly 2,000 inmates combined. 
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http://mdc.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=4919c85a439f40c68d7b3c81c3f44b58
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