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Coronavirus has made Texas prison food even more gross.
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By Keri Blakinger

Prison food is notoriousty bad, even in the best of times. This 1sn'1 the best of 1imes, especially in
the 40-plus Texas prisons where people are locked in their cells all the time because of
coOronavirus.

Their food now arrives at odd hours in paper bags, cold, mushy and without a hint of green
(except perhaps for some iffy-looking hot dogs). Mostly it’s stale white bread and mystery meat,
with the occasional helping of raisins or prunes.

This is what people inside have been telling The Marshall Project since the first of the lockdowns
began in early April. To prove their points, they started sending out photos.

An official manual outlines the recommended calories for “wholesome and nutritious™ meals,
and includes a narrow assoriment of suggested items that mostly sound palaable. But in our
pictures, the sloppy joes look like the peanut butter sandwiches, except for the corn kernels. The
hot dogs are wrapped in smushed white bread, the milk comes in powdered form and any
semblance of a fresh fruit or vegetable 1s utterly absent.
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Sloppy joe.
Powdered milk.
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Breaktast: cornbread and eggs.

But even though it doesn’t look like food you or your dog would want to eat, prisoners and their
Families say they're not getting enough of it. In the middle of a pandemic, they say they are
going to bed hungry.

“The conditions are 50 bad in here, it seems third world,” one man wrote to his fiancée. “The
nutrition is far from adequate especially for COVID-positive inmates. You would think we
would at least be given vegetables and hearty protein, something with a vitamin content.”

A prison spokesman did not respond to a request for comment Sunday. But in the past he has
dented allegations that nrisoners have receved insufticient food.

The quality of the prison food in Texas took a nosedive in 2011 when officials tried to make up a
budget shortage by chopping $2.8 million out of the allotment for meals. One docunent
described the planned changes: replacing hot dog and hamburger buns with white bread,
switching out liquid milk for milk powder and feeding inmates only twice per day on the
weekends at certain facilities.
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Breakfast: pancakes and soy sausage.
Peanut butter sandwich, chicken patty and cornbread.
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Raisins and sandwich.

Al the time, prisoners noticed, and cobbled weether a petivion 1o send 10 the Amencan Civil
Liberties Union.

But it didn’t do any good.

Sign up for the latest news.
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New and notable Marshall Project stories
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Subscribe

Email list managed by Muailchiup

Not only did the regular food get markedly worse, but so did the lockdown meals. Every time a
Texas prison locks down—whether it's for a weeks-long contraband search, an unexpected
disturbance or a mass guarantine—the mess halls close. Bagged lunches known as “johnny
sicks™ replace regular cafeteria meals.

Now, every time someone inside tests positive for coronavirus, the entive prison goes on
lockdown for at least two weeks and everyone gets johnnies. And for weeks, inmates have been
complaining that they've been banned [rom buying lood from the commissary because prison
brass are treating the fockdowns like a punishment. (Earfier this month, the prison spokesman
said officials are trying to operate the commissaries as normally as possible.)
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Sloppy joe and cake.
Peanut butter sandwich and hamburger.

The upshot of all that is that by early May, thousands of incarcerated people had not seen the

sunlight or eaten a warm meal in weeks. Many said they'd only had sporadic access to phones,
mail and showers.
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