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Dear Reader,

In the United States, only 2 percent of the population is born with green eyes, but 3 percent 
of us will spend time incarcerated in our lifetimes. In fact, this experience is statistically more 
American than making over $300,000 per year, or being from Idaho or Rhode Island.

My own experience spending six months in federal prison reflected this reality. Like many 
Americans, incarcerated people are often people of color, lower income, and victims of violence. 
They also value family, build deep friendships, and, like all of us, crave connection and long to 
be cared for. At Pekin Federal Prison, the “long timers” formed a community of mutual care that 
was one of the few comforts we had. Just people, living our lives, enduring daily hardships, but 
on the inside.

This report seeks to illuminate another less-discussed aspect of this common experience: that 
incarcerated workers in this country are not merely permitted or encouraged to work, but are 
forced to work. The facility that housed me was a work camp, and anyone who refused to work 
would be sent to county jail. The penalty of being sent to county, where turnover was high and 
community nonexistent, was no small threat.

And so, if we were able-bodied, we worked. I earned $0.12 per hour, which, after an eight-hour 
shift, would allow me to buy a single tampon. Some women cleaned the men’s prison next door 
or worked in the kitchen or laundry. Many of us worked in the UNICOR factory, or in factory-
adjacent jobs like my own. Most of my job involved metals — aluminum and steel, in large 
and small pieces. This metal was a byproduct of the prison factory, which built metal cages for 
immigration agents to put in the back of their pickup trucks. To each cage was affixed a diagram, 
showing how eight grown men, likely picked up in the desert in the southern United States, 
could fit into the cage, and where their ankle and waist chains would connect to their handcuffs 
and to the cage itself. The cages also bore an “Escape Proof Guarantee,” which incarcerated 
workers affixed as the final step before loading the cages into semi-trailers.

As I worked, there were times when guards — also our bosses — shouted at me and mocked 
me. We all avoided the freezers, where the guards were rumored to sexually assault the inmates. 
The expectation was silent obedience, and for the most part, we complied. If a newcomer failed 
to do so, older women would say quietly to her “Just do your time. You will get through this. 
Keep your head down.”

Prior to my arrest, I was involved in the student anti-sweatshop movement, protesting for better 
conditions for workers around the world producing for Global North markets. I knew the value 
of organizing, and that an organized workforce is the best way to shield workers from abuse. But 
in prison, we couldn’t organize. We had no constitutional rights, we were explicitly prohibited 
from congregating in groups of more than five without prior approval, and we certainly lacked 
the right to bargain collectively.
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The question this report responds to is whether the exception to the Thirteenth Amendment 
prohibition on slavery, permitting slavery and involuntary servitude as punishment for a crime, 
violates international law. The particular focus on companies and the flow of prison-made 
goods into domestic markets parallels countries like China, known for using incarcerated labor 
to produce apparel, toys, agricultural products, and even human hair. The free flow of prison-
produced goods into markets perversely incentivizes incarceration and operates as an extension 
of the long history of race-based enslavement and convict leasing in the United States.

Even if prison abolition remains distant, there is much that can be done now to bring the 
United States into compliance with international standards. Work can be voluntary, workers 
can be allowed to organize unions and bargain collectively, they can be compensated at 
normal market rates and allowed to save money for their release, and they can be provided 
the same protections and rights as workers on the outside. The historical victims of slavery 
and convict leasing will never be made whole, and no form of reparation will be sufficient, but 
the opportunity to dismantle the vestige of these practices, and provide some remedy to the 
victims of today, stands before us now. Will we take it?

In solidarity,

Charity Ryerson
Executive Director and Founder
Corporate Accountability Lab

A photo of the Escape Proof Guarantee, which was affixed to each of the cages assembled 
by incarcerated workers at Pekin Federal Prison when Charity Ryerson worked there in 2002.
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Executive Summary 

Two million people — nearly a quarter of the global prison population — were incarcerated 
in US state and federal penal institutions in 2022. Federal and state governments, as well as 
the politics of white supremacy, are the primary beneficiaries and drivers of this carceral state. 
Yet throughout US history, there has been a driver behind the driver: private profit. The rules 
governing slavery and early-American private industry transformed into the rules governing 
Jim Crow and convict leasing, which were adapted to become today’s modern penal system — 
an institution deeply influenced by the economic interests and political power of corporations, 
even as it disproportionately hurts Black, Brown, and low-income communities. 

Today’s prison system extracts labor from those who are incarcerated, often for little or no pay. 
This staggering injustice is possible — and legal — because of a single phrase in the Thirteenth 
Amendment to the US Constitution: 

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as
a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United 

States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”

Those few words have allowed forced labor to continue in the United States since the Thirteenth 
Amendment’s ratification in 1865. This exception to the prohibition on slavery and servitude 
has allowed private capitalists and entities to profit by exploiting a vulnerable, shackled, and 
disproportionately Black, Brown, and low-income workforce. This was true in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when companies leased convicts from states for nearly nothing, 
and it remains true today. 

This report highlights a variety of strategies the private sector uses to exploit incarcerated 
individuals for profit. It describes the varied ways that companies partner with state and federal 
prison industries to reap the benefits of a cheap and captive labor force. Companies legally 
exploit and profit from incarcerated workers, despite extensive regulation in the United States 
prohibiting the interstate sale of prison-made goods. The report then demonstrates the high risk 
of forced labor for incarcerated workers in the United States, based on the abusive conditions 
under which they so often work. 
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Federal law generally prohibits goods produced with prison labor 
from being transported across state lines, but the numerous 
exceptions to this prohibition erode its meaning substantially. 

Corporations can legally hire incarcerated workers and buy goods produced in 
US prisons — despite a series of federal laws restricting the production and sale 
of goods produced in prisons both in and outside the United States. The Ashurst-
Sumners Act of 1935 (as amended in 1940) prohibits any individual from “knowingly 
transport[ing] in interstate commerce … any goods, wares, or merchandise 
manufactured, produced, or mined, wholly or in part by convicts or prisoners.” 
However, the many exceptions to this prohibition have rendered it moot. In myriad 
ways, companies legally contract, partner, and transact with state and federal prison 
systems, gaining access to a large labor force with very few labor rights. 

The international legal prohibition on the use of forced labor, which 
prison labor often constitutes, is a well-established international 
human rights norm.

Since at least the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, there has been 
a clear prohibition on the use of forced labor under international law. While 
the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Forced Labor Convention (No. 29) 
includes a narrow exception permitting incarcerated individuals to work, this is only 
permissible if public authorities supervise and control the incarcerated workers and 
the “person is not hired to or placed at the disposal of private individuals, companies 
or associations.” As a member of the ILO, the United States is bound by the standards 
ensconced in this law. The ILO Abolition of Forced Labor Convention (No.105), which 
the United States has ratified, obligates ratifying nations “to suppress and not to 
make use of any form of forced or compulsory labour […] (e) as a means of racial, 
social, national or religious discrimination.” Mass incarceration in the United States, 
and the overwhelming impact it has had on communities of color, demonstrates 
that the United States is an ongoing violator of international legal norms. 

Many of the ILO indicators of forced labor apply to incarcerated 
workers in the United States, and some — including abuse of 
vulnerability, restriction of movement, and isolation — are inherent 
qualities of incarceration, impossible to reform and addressable 
only by abolition. 

The eleven ILO indicators of forced labor provide a guide to establishing whether a 
specific instance of abusive labor conditions meets the threshold for forced labor. 
The indicators are: abuse of vulnerability, deception, restriction of movement, 
isolation, physical and sexual violence, intimidation and threats, retention of identify 
documents, withholding of wages, debt bondage, abusive working and living 
conditions, and excessive overtime. Not all eleven indicators must be found for an 

1

2

3

4



individual to be engaged in forced labor. Within the US prison system, in addition to 
abuse of vulnerability, restriction of movement, and isolation, incarcerated workers 
often face intimidation and threats, have their wages withheld, and are subject to 
abusive working and living conditions. Taken together, there is a high risk of forced 
labor for all incarcerated workers in the United States.

Companies like Hickman’s Family Farms, AM General, and Dickinson 
Frozen Foods represent some of the ways — and the extent to which 
— the private sector exploits and benefits from prison labor. 

• For more than two decades, Hickman’s Family Farms (Hickman’s) has employed 
hundreds of incarcerated workers through a partnership with Arizona Correctional 
Industries (ACI). The workers labor — and some even live — on chicken farms, 
where the conditions are unsanitary and the machinery is dangerous. 

• AM General, a world leader in the design of tactical vehicles and a frequent 
Defense Department contractor, subcontracted with Federal Prison Industries 
(also called UNICOR) on at least eight occasions between 2019 and 2021. UNICOR 
workers make between $0.23 and $1.15 per hour, before a portion of their wages 
are withheld under the Inmate Financial Responsibility Program (IFRP).

• Dickinson Frozen Foods (Dickinson) was one of Idaho’s largest private employers 
of incarcerated individuals in 2022, employing between 93 and 526 incarcerated 
workers (depending on the quarter) through the Prison Industry Enhancement 
Certification Program (PIECP). Conditions at Dickinson work sites were so 
dangerous in 2016 that the Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s 
(OSHA) Idaho director said it was “a miracle no Dickinson Frozen Foods employees 
were killed or hurt.”

Incarcerated individuals working for Hickman’s, AM General, and Dickinson suffer, at the very 
least, from abusive working and living conditions, withholding of wages, and isolation — all 
indicators of forced labor. 

Mass incarceration in the United States is a critical issue of our time. While Corporate 
Accountability Lab’s (CAL) main focus is on human rights abuses committed by corporations 
in global supply chains, these harms cannot be separated from abuses occurring in the United 
States. The patterns of carceral abuse that have strangled the United States for hundreds of 
years continue to be shaped by the demands of global capitalism. To tackle the crisis of mass 
incarceration — and make strides toward abolition — the connection between capitalism and 
punishment must be taken seriously. With this report, CAL hopes to contribute to this endeavor. 
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Recommendations

The following recommendations are meant to be short-term goals. We believe that dismantling 
the carceral state is the only way to sever the link between profit and bondage; but the working 
conditions for those incarcerated must change as we fight to build a new social, political, and 
economic orientation — one divorced from race, class, and punishment. We recommend the 
following actions be a part of that process.

For Federal and State Government:

Congress and the states must eliminate the Thirteenth Amendment’s exception to the 
prohibition on slavery and involuntary servitude for convicted persons. 

Both the federal government and all state governments must prohibit corporations 
from hiring or contracting for the labor of incarcerated workers and from buying goods 
produced in prisons.

Both the federal government and all state governments must require that all work within 
prisons be offered voluntarily and that incarcerated workers be subject to the same working 
conditions and labor protections as free workers. Incarcerated workers must be paid the 
same amount as free workers for the same or similar work — without deductions — and 
be protected by the same health and safety standards that apply to free workers, have 
the right to form unions and bargain collectively, and work only under conditions that are 
consistent with all other federal and state regulations, including auditing requirements.

For Companies:

Companies must adopt policies prohibiting hiring incarcerated workers and buying 
any good produced by incarcerated workers along the entirety of their supply chains, 
encompassing both domestic and foreign suppliers.

Companies must demonstrate that suppliers are not using prison labor, by implementing 
due diligence standards that require tracing and reporting publicly on 100 percent of 
their supply chains — from the production of raw materials to the end product, including 
goods produced by subsidiaries — and adopting contract clauses, like the model provided 
below, in all supplier contracts. 

Companies must certify that all corporate lobbying activities are consistent with the 
company’s “no use of prison labor” policy.

1
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“No Use of Prison Labor” in Supply Chains: Model Contract Language

The following model clauses can and should be adapted to fit the needs of particular buyers 
and suppliers. Note that existing contracts may include language that conflicts with or 
supersedes these clauses and should be reviewed in conjunction with this model language 
to ensure harmonization. 

1. “No Use of Prison Labor” in Supply Chains Clauses

1.1 Supplier acknowledges and agrees to the terms of [the Buyer’s No Use of Prison Labor 
Policy/Policies]. This Agreement obligates Supplier to comply with [the Buyer’s Policy/Policies] 
and prohibits Supplier from contracting with, purchasing from, or otherwise entering into an 
agreement, partnership, or transaction with a local, state, federal, or foreign department of 
corrections or penitentiary, or a state, federal, or foreign correctional industries program or entity. 

1.2 Third-party beneficiaries: Supplier acknowledges and agrees that the terms of [the 
Buyer’s Policy/Policies] are intended to benefit and protect not only Buyer and Supplier, but 
also incarcerated workers in and impacted by Buyer’s supply chain. 

1.2(a) Any incarcerated worker who is injured or suffers damages, including but not limited to 
physical injuries, non-payment of the minimum wage, and discrimination, following breach 
of [the Buyer’s Policy/Policies] is an intended third-party beneficiary to this Agreement. 

1.2(b) All third-party beneficiaries to this Agreement have the right to enforce the relevant 
provisions of [the Buyer’s Policy/Policies] against Supplier.

1.2(c) Assignment of rights: Third-party beneficiaries may assign their rights to a labor 
union, nongovernmental organization, or other organization(s) providing legal assistance 
they select.

1.3 Notice to subcontractors: Supplier shall provide a notice to all subcontractors, describing 
the rights and responsibilities described herein. This notice may be contained within or 
attached to an agreement or purchase order. If the notice is not a part of a commercial 
contract, Supplier shall require that subcontractors sign the notice to confirm acceptance 
and a commitment to compliance.

1.4 Non-obstruction: Supplier shall not obstruct the efforts of Buyer or its designees to 
inspect for compliance, in accordance with [the Buyer’s Policy/Policies]. Buyer reserves the 
right to designate inspectors, auditors, and evaluators to conduct due diligence on Supplier’s 
operations at its discretion, and Supplier agrees to provide access to facilities, books and 
records upon reasonable notice. 

1.5 Whistleblowers: Supplier or any party acting on behalf of Supplier shall not retaliate 
against any person who considers making or makes an internal report of violations of 
[the Buyer’s Policy/Policies], considers making or makes an external report of violations to 
Buyer or its designees, brings or participates in any legal action against Supplier related to 
any issue including violations of [the Buyer’s Policy/Policies], or assists in an investigation 
pertaining to possible violations. Retaliation encompasses any action that would dissuade a 
reasonable person from taking any action referenced in this paragraph.
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I. Introduction:“Prison Labor
is Like a Pot of Gold”

“For private business prison labor is like a pot of gold. No strikes. No union 
organizing. No health benefits, unemployment insurance, or workers’ 
compensation to pay. No language barriers, as in foreign countries. New 
leviathan prisons are being built on thousands of eerie acres of factories inside 
the walls. Prisoners do data entry for Chevron, make telephone reservations 
for TWA, raise hogs, shovel manure, and make circuit boards, limousines, 
waterbeds, and lingerie for Victoria’s Secret – all at a fraction of the cost of ‘free 
labor.’”1 
Linda Evans & Eve Goldberg, The Prison Industrial Complex and the Global Economy 
(1997)

In 2022, there were two million people incarcerated in US state and federal penal institutions,2 

2.9 million people on parole,3 and an average per day of 19,245 non-citizens and undocumented 
immigrants — often without charge or conviction — held in detention centers across the 
country.4 These individuals were stripped of their freedom to move, to be with family, to vote, 
and, in many cases, to refuse to work.

In this age of unprecedented mass incarceration and forced labor, much has been written 
about state violence, especially violence unleashed on majority Black and Brown communities.5 

Governments at all levels, as well as the politics of white supremacy, are the primary beneficiaries 
and drivers of the racialized violence inherent in this carceral state.6 Yet throughout US history 
— including during slavery, convict leasing and Black Codes, Jim Crow, and the War on Drugs — 
there has been a driver behind the driver: private profit. Just as many of this nation’s eighteenth 
century constitutional framers had a vested economic interest in prolonging the institution of 
slavery, the modern US penal system is deeply influenced by the economic interests and political 
power of corporations. Mass incarceration and the forced labor extracted from those stripped of 
their rights during (and often after) incarceration is a direct outcome of immense state violence. 
As the state has continued its centuries-long pursuit of racial and social control, private industry 
has continued its centuries-long pursuit of economic control. These “mutually reinforcing 
systems of capitalism and racial domination” fuel the growth of prison industries today, just 
as they maintained the “slave plantation economy” for hundreds of years.7 Ultimately, only by 
fighting for a society in which state revenues and private capital are invested in communities — 
and never in prisons — can we cut ourselves loose from this violence. Abolitionist Angela Davis 
warned in 2003: 
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“Extensive corporate investment in prisons has significantly raised the stakes for 
antiprison work. It means that serious antiprison activities must be willing to look 
much further in their analyses and organizing strategies than the actual institution 
of the prison.”8 

The fruit of US prison labor is in the restaurants we dine in, the offices we work in, the homes 
we live in, the government coffers we depend upon, and the bank accounts of small and large 
businesses around the world. This report aims to expose the extent of corporate interest in, 
and exploitation of, the US prison labor industry. Human rights lawyer Bryan Stevenson has 
argued convincingly that the institution of slavery did not end in 1865, but merely evolved.9 

If we acknowledge that truth — and recognize both the public and private beneficiaries of 
this evolution — it follows that the nation’s economic dependence on the cheap and rights-
deprived labor of shackled individuals also did not end, but merely evolved.

This report highlights the ways in which corporations exploit a captive labor force within the 
United States for profit. It begins with a short overview of the history of corporate exploitation 
of prison labor and then follows with an explanation of the legal framework governing prison 
labor — both under domestic and international law. The last section traces three supply chains 
of US companies that profit from forced prison labor: Hickman’s Family Farms, AM General, and 
Dickinson Frozen Foods.

9



II. Methodology

Corporate Accountability Lab’s (CAL) work on forced labor in global supply chains provided the 
impetus for, and helped to shape, this report. The United States has long recognized that forced 
and prison labor are exploitative forms of labor — but only when they take place outside of 
the United States. Section 307 of the Tariff Act of 1930 even prohibits the importation into the 
United States of all goods produced with forced or prison labor.10 For several years, CAL and 
partner organizations have submitted petitions to the US Government that include information 
about forced labor in specific international supply chains. These petitions have resulted in 
imports being blocked at the US border — incentivizing companies to modify their behavior 
to ensure that they retain access to the US market. Despite this prohibition on foreign-made 
goods produced with forced or prison labor, it remains legal — and quite normal — for those 
incarcerated in US prisons to have no choice but to work producing goods or providing services, 
including for companies. 

The analysis here builds on CAL’s expertise mapping international supply chains and recognizes 
the hypocrisy of US policy toward domestic forced and prison labor. We have traced three 
supply chains of goods produced by incarcerated workers in the United States to demonstrate 
various forms of corporate exploitation. However, as the national narrative around prison labor 
has evolved, it is, as one asset management company wrote in 2018, “no longer desirable [for 
companies] to publicly acknowledge or highlight the use of prison labor,”11 and many have begun 
to hide their relationships with prisons. This lack of transparency makes it difficult to confirm 
instances of prison labor in supply chains,12 obscuring from view — and thus entrenching — 
corporate exploitation of incarcerated individuals. 

This report is based on desk research, as well as on interviews with non-governmental 
organizations, journalists, and academics that have made invaluable contributions to this 
field. We have relied in large part on the fantastic work of Worth Rises, which has documented 
corporate exploitation of incarcerated individuals for years. Other key sources include Verité’s 
2022 report, Work Behind Bars: Analysis of Prison Labor in the United States Based on International 
Labor Standards;13 and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and University of Chicago 
Law School Global Human Rights Clinic’s 2022 report, Captive Labor: Exploitation of Incarcerated 
Workers.14 We would like to thank Professor Andrea Armstrong, Jamila Johnson and the Promise 
of Justice Initiative, Genevieve LeBaron, and Claire Brown for their insights. Local newspapers 
provided outstanding reporting as well, including The Arizona Republic’s work investigating 
Hickman’s Family Farms.15 

In addition to the organizations and individuals listed above, we encourage readers to support 
the Abolish Slavery National Network and its #EndtheException Campaign, Prison Policy 
Initiative, Forward Justice, and Critical Resistance — all leaders in the fight to reform and abolish 
the US prison system.
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III. Private Use of Prison Labor,
from Emancipation to the Present

The history of slavery in the United States is inextricably bound to the history of US economic 
dominance, and both are bound to the modern structure of prison industries, which play a 
pivotal role in the contemporary US economy. The rules governing slavery and early-American 
private industry were transformed into the rules governing Jim Crow and convict leasing, which 
were adapted to become today’s carceral state — a state sustained by mass incarceration and a 
growing prison economy open to corporate exploitation.16 

This ongoing preservation of staggering injustice is possible — and legal — because of fourteen 
words in the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution: 

That single phrase has allowed forced labor to continue in the United States since the Thirteenth 
Amendment’s ratification in 1865. By the time the Civil War was over, the economic, political, 
and social infrastructures of the slaveholding states were “in shambles.”17 Plantation owners 
— without enslaved labor — were suddenly indigent, large swaths of real estate had been 
destroyed, state governments were deeply indebted, and the loss of a formal racial hierarchy 
presented an “extraordinary dilemma for Southern white society.”18 And yet, the Thirteenth 
Amendment’s loophole presented an opportunity: those who had lost power and profit due to 
the eradication of slavery could preserve their privilege by means of the criminal justice system. 

In the words of a former slave owner in Alabama: “We have the power to pass stringent police 
laws to govern Negroes — that is a blessing — for they must be controlled in some way or 
white people cannot live among them.”19 A new form of control arrived in the form of vagrancy 
laws, which Southern states enacted in various forms and applied selectively to Black citizens.20 
These laws criminalized unemployment, resulting in an early iteration of mass incarceration21 
and allowing for the emergence of a robust convict leasing system across the Southern states.22 
Huge prison populations — mostly Black men — were leased as laborers to private capitalists 
for the duration of their sentences or until they had been worked to death.23 For states and the 
entities leasing these populations, this system was wildly successful. Incarcerated workers were 
up to 50 percent more productive than free workers, and the leasing fees paid by corporations 
to states amounted to nearly 400 percent of the cost of maintaining such a large prison system.24 
Southern penitentiaries thereby supplanted Southern plantations as the economic engines for 
the region.

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as
a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United 

States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”
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In fact, Southern penitentiaries often were Southern plantations. Rather than build prisons, states 
sent incarcerated Black men to sugar and cotton plantations or to coal mines, log forts, and 
sawmills.25 For corporations, leased convicts and prison factory workers were a replenishable 
resource — most profitable if worked to death. Convicts were tortured with whips and shotguns, 
starved, plagued by disease, shackled in crowded iron cages, and deprived for years of sunlight.26 
In Texas, a convict during this period lived, on average, for seven years.27 In Mississippi, over the 
course of seven decades, not one convict survived for more than ten years.28 

“He Is For the Time Being the Slave of the State…”

In 1871 — just eight years after President Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation and six years after the Thirteenth Amendment purportedly set all 
individuals in the United States free — the Supreme Court of Virginia issued an 
opinion stating that, 

“[D]uring [a prisoner’s] term of service in the penitentiary, he is in a state of penal 
servitude to the State. He has, as a consequence of his crime, not only forfeited his liberty, 
but all his personal rights except those which the law in its humanity accords to him. He 
is for the time being the slave of the State. He is civiliter mortuus; and his estate, if he has 
any, is administered like that of a dead man.”29 

This landmark decision — which in 2001 the US Supreme Court cited unfavorably, 
without explicitly overturning30 — erased any legal distinction between an 
incarcerated and an enslaved individual.31 

At the time, corporations, some of which still exist today, thrived under the convict leasing 
system. In 1908, the United States Steel Company (known today as the US Steel Corporation) 
leased out every person arrested in Jefferson County, Alabama that year.32 Many died while 
working for US Steel and were either buried in unmarked graves or burned in the company’s 
Alabama coal mine.33 An owner of a coal mining operation in Dade County, Georgia was said to 
have turned “a coal mine into a gold mine”34 after leasing every convict in the entire state for a 
period of twenty years.35 In 1886, the US Bureau of Labor described the convict leasing system 
as the “most remunerative” of any labor system.36 Some of this corporate profit was due to the 
wage-suppressing impact of prison labor on free labor. When convicts arrived at a work site, 
conditions deteriorated for all workers. Convict labor — cheap and reliable — was used to bust 
free labor organizing and drive down wages.37 Douglas Blackmon explained in 2008:

“The utility of forced labor as a bulwark against disruptions of the South’s biggest 
enterprises was obvious. Coal mines, timber camps, and farms worked by imprisoned 
men couldn’t be shut down by strikers, or have wages driven up by the demands of 
free men. The new slave labor provided an ideal captive workforce: cheap, usually 
docile, unable to organize, and always available when free laborers refused to work.”38
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The Impact of Prison Labor on Free Labor

Since the 1920s, labor leaders and manufacturers have voiced their concerns that 
they are unable to compete with an unfree labor force.39 In 1928, the American 
Federation of Labor (the AFL-CIO today) requested that both national political parties 
endorse federal legislation prohibiting interstate sales of prison-made goods, calling 
competition between incarcerated and free labor a “menace.”40

Today, companies around the United States continue to complain that Federal Prison 
Industries (FPI), also called UNICOR, hurts their sales and uses unfair methods of 
competition — in the form of incarcerated workers — to undercut them. American 
Apparel, Inc., a small business in Alabama that manufactures military uniforms and 
frequently bids on government contracts (separate from the well-known clothing 
company), laid off between 150 and 175 workers over the course of several years 
and several contract losses to UNICOR.41 Kurt Wilson, an executive at American 
Apparel, Inc., said in 2012: “We pay employees $9 on average… They get full medical 
insurance, 401(k) plans and paid vacation. Yet we’re competing against a federal 
program that doesn’t pay any of that.”42 

Convict leasing was richly remunerative for states as well. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
just decades after being decimated by war and forced to retool entire economies, many Southern 
states derived the majority of their annual revenue from renting incarcerated individuals out to 
private entities.43 This system was profitable, and it was soon flourishing in Northern states as 
well. By the early and mid-1800s, the Industrial Revolution was booming and labor organizing 
and debate over labor regulations had increased.44 States had an interest in discipline, and 
companies had an interest in cheap, compliant labor — a public-private synergy that resulted in 
the rapid, massive growth of the prison population and the emergence of the industrial prison-
contracting system.45 Between 1855 and 1885, prison populations in the North expanded by 400 
percent.46 The same new production and manufacturing processes taking root throughout the 
Northern states were also used in Northern prisons.47 In the late nineteenth century, Northern 
prison factories produced the equivalent of over $45 billion in goods in today’s dollars — more 
than ten percent of total gross domestic product at the time.48 

While prison factories could be beacons of technological advancement in the late nineteenth 
century,49 methods of controlling incarcerated workers were medieval. The ever-quickening pace 
of production took its toll on bodies: in one Indiana state prison, nearly 65 percent of incarcerated 
workers were permanently disabled or killed while working in a single year.50 Workers were 
whipped, water-boarded, and hung from the ceiling by their thumbs — all the while never 
being permitted to learn “even a fragment of a trade”51 (and thus, if ever released, likely unable 
to find employment in the new, hyper-specialized economy that their bodies helped to create). 

Prison industries remain extensive and economically influential today. Across the United States, 
incarcerated individuals work in a variety of jobs for which they earn wages that, when paid at 
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all, are as low as a few cents per hour and top off at a few dollars per hour once a percentage of 
the wage is paid back to the state as reimbursement for room and board.52 Nor has the price paid 
for a captive workforce changed very much in the last 150 years. On at least one documented 
occasion in the late nineteenth century, incarcerated workers were rented by a private capitalist 
for less than seven cents per day.53 Adjusted for inflation, most incarcerated workers earned the 
equivalent of between 30 percent and four times that amount in 2022 (between two cents and 
27 cents per day).54 

While many incarcerated individuals perform jobs that keep prison facilities operating — from 
cooking to cleaning to electrical work — others work for companies, are engaged in agricultural 
work, or work for federal and state entities. In these jobs, incarcerated workers are not entitled 
to the same conditions, protections, or rights considered fundamental for free workers. They 
are not entitled to the minimum wage or safety and health protections, do not enjoy the right 
to form labor associations, are often restricted from managing (or even retaining) the meager 
wages they do make, are generally unable to bring or succeed on claims against employers or 
state officials after being injured while working, often cannot receive workers’ compensation, 
and are frequently punished — often severely — for refusing to work or requesting a safer 
position.55 This extreme lack of rights is tolerated only in the context of a prison system that has 
disproportionately consumed Black, Brown, and low-income communities. 
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Although the number of incarcerated workers who operate internal prison facilities dwarfs 
the number working for companies56 (or producing goods that will ultimately be purchased 
by companies), one asset management company recently told investors, there is “very little 
oversight or disclosure on what inmates are making and whether these products enter the open 
market.”57 This makes it “nearly impossible to determine how many people in state prisons are 
producing products for resale by private sector companies.”58 What is clear, however, is that there 
is a large captive workforce and a slew of legal avenues available to, and used by, corporations 
that wish to exploit this vulnerable population for profit.

The High Financial Cost of Incarceration To Incarcerated Individuals

Being incarcerated is expensive. Prisons do not always provide incarcerated 
populations with basic necessities, such as toilet paper, soap, or sanitary products.59 
In some cases, the food in prisons is so meager and inedible that those incarcerated 
need to supplement their meals with food purchased from the canteen.60

Yet many incarcerated people cannot rely on their family members and friends 
to support them and must instead earn money to pay for basic necessities. While 
incarcerated individuals earn far below the federal and state minimum wage, the 
necessities available for purchase are often sold for the same or higher than the 
prices charged in the free world.61 As a result, workers must labor for hours — or days 
— to be able to afford the basic necessities. For example, a 12.5 oz bottle of shampoo 
in Illinois costs between $1.25 and $1.69,62 which would take incarcerated workers 
between one and nine and a half hours to earn, depending on their job and pay.63 

Phone calls made from prisons are often so expensive that one in three families 
dealing with incarceration goes into debt trying to stay connected to their 
incarcerated loved one — all while the correctional telecom industry, which consists 
of only a handful of corporations, makes well over $1 billion in revenue each year.64 
According to Worth Rises, a leader in the fight against prison exploitation, these 
corporations charge as much as $1 per minute to speak on the phone,65 meaning an 
incarcerated worker making twenty cents per hour would have to work five hours to 
talk with a loved one for 60 seconds. 

These prices, combined with the low wages incarcerated workers earn, mean that 
individuals are often unable to pay for basic necessities, remain connected to their 
communities and families, or save any money for their release. 
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IV. The Legal Framework Governing
Prison Labor

A. The US Legal Framework Governing Private Use of Prison Labor:  
 One Prohibition Swallowed by Exceptions 

Corporations’ ability to hire incarcerated workers and buy goods produced in US prisons is 
governed by a patchwork of state and federal laws. Prior to 1929, states were free to regulate their 
own incarcerated workforces.66 But beginning in 1929 — at the onset of the Great Depression 
— Congress passed a series of laws restricting the production and sale of goods produced in 
prisons. These laws were intended to prevent direct competition between prison industries and 
the free market at a time when unemployment was high.67 

The laws applied to goods produced by incarcerated people both in and outside the United 
States. Section 307 of the Tariff Act of 1930 prohibited the importation of all goods produced 
with forced or prison labor into the United States,68 and the Ashurst-Sumners Act of 1935 (as 
amended in 1940)69 criminalized the transportation of goods produced in US prisons across 
state lines for private use.70 The Ashurst-Sumners Act includes a broad prohibition, restricting 
any individual from “knowingly transport[ing] in interstate commerce… any goods, wares, or 
merchandise manufactured, produced, or mined, wholly or in part by convicts or prisoners.”71 
However, there are numerous exceptions to this prohibition — rendering it, at times and 
certainly for some industries and companies, moot — including:
.

An exception for intrastate commerce: If goods do not cross state lines, 
the Ashurst-Sumners Act does not apply.72 Such goods can be produced by 
incarcerated workers, in accordance with state laws. 

An exception for services: The Ashurst-Sumners Act does not regulate the 
provision of services.73 Services encompass a broad range of activities, from 
cleaning meat packing plants to working at call centers.74

An exception for agricultural goods: The Ashurst-Sumners Act does not apply 
to “agricultural commodities or parts for the repair of farm machinery.”75 Such 
goods can be produced by incarcerated workers and transported in interstate 
commerce. 

An exception for goods used by governments and non-profit organizations: 
The Ashurst-Sumners Act does not apply to goods sold to federal or state 
governments, to the Washington, D.C. government, or to certain non-profit 
organizations.76 Such goods can be produced by incarcerated workers and 
transported in interstate commerce. 
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An exception for goods produced by UNICOR, a federally owned corporation: 
Federal Prison Industries, Inc. (FPI), which operates under the trade name 
UNICOR, is a wholly owned US Government corporation created by Congress in 
1934.77 With a few exceptions, UNICOR is restricted to selling goods to the federal 
government.78 Corporations can partner with UNICOR on contracts to provide 
goods or services to public entities or nonprofits, or they can purchase from or 
subcontract with UNICOR when competing for government contracts.79 

An exception for companies reshoring in conjunction with UNICOR: The 
Ashurst-Sumners Act includes an exception for reshoring the production of 
goods, authorizing UNICOR to contract with companies to manufacture, produce, 
mine, or assemble goods “that are currently, or would otherwise be, produced 
outside the United States.”80 

An exception for joint ventures between states and private entities: In 1979, 
Congress introduced the Prison Industry Enhancement Certification Program 
(PIECP),81 which allows companies to establish joint ventures with certified state 
departments of corrections and be exempt from restrictions on the interstate 
sale of prison-made goods.82.

Thus, while US law generally prohibits goods produced with prison labor from being transported 
across state lines, the numerous exceptions to this prohibition erode its meaning substantially. 
With these seven exceptions, state and federal prisons, as well as companies that rely on low-
cost prison labor, can — and do — almost always find legal ways to sell prison-made goods 
across state lines.

B. The International Legal Framework Governing Forced and
 Prison Labor: Never for Companies

The international legal prohibition on the use of forced and compulsory labor is one of the 
most well-established norms of international human rights,83 dating back to the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.84 It is ensconced in treaty law — two fundamental International 
Labour Organization (ILO) Conventions, No. 29 and No. 105, prohibit forced labor85 — and in 
customary international law.86

“[T]he term forced or compulsory labour shall mean all work or service which 
is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the 
said person has not offered himself voluntarily.”
ILO Convention No. 29, Article 1

5

6

7

17



The ILO Forced Labor Convention (No. 29)87 prohibits “all work or service which is exacted from 
any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered 
himself voluntarily.”88 Convention No. 29 includes a narrow exception permitting incarcerated 
individuals to work, but only if public authorities supervise and control incarcerated workers 
and the “person is not hired to or placed at the disposal of private individuals, companies or 
associations.”89 International law thus explicitly forbids private entities from employing or 
controlling prison labor.90 

Additionally, to ensure that incarcerated workers are not engaged in forced labor, all prison 
labor must be undertaken freely.91 A key indicator for free consent is whether the conditions of 
employment are comparable to those of free labor relationships.92 This means that incarcerated 
workers are paid the same amount as free workers, are paid directly, are not threatened with a “loss 
of privileges or an unfavourable assessment of behaviour which could jeopardize any reduction 
in his or her sentence,” are afforded working hours and health and safety conditions as regulated 
by law, and are “included in the social security scheme for accident and health coverage.”93 

Although the United States is only one of seven countries that has not ratified Convention No. 
29,94 as a member of the ILO it is nevertheless bound by the principles underlying it. Convention 
No. 29 is one of the eight fundamental ILO conventions. All ILO members, “even if they have not 
ratified the Conventions in question, have an obligation, arising from the very fact of membership 
in the Organization, to respect, to promote and to realize, in good faith and in accordance with 
the Constitution, the principles concerning the fundamental rights which are the subject of 
those Conventions, namely: …(b) the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour.”95 

The United States is in violation of Convention No. 29 in numerous ways — one reason it has not 
ratified the convention.96 US law explicitly permits prison labor under the Thirteenth Amendment 
and many states have similar laws. Yet the PIECP program, UNICOR programs that contract with 
companies, and all state-run programs that lease incarcerated workers to companies are blatant 
violations of Convention No. 29.97 

Moreover, the conditions for most employment for incarcerated workers are not the same as they 
would be in the free world. Neither the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) nor the National Labor 
Relations Act (NLRA) apply to incarcerated workers.98 Nor do incarcerated workers generally 
receive the same pay as free workers, and in some cases occupational health and safety 
standards do not apply.99 Most glaringly, incarcerated workers are often subject to the threat 
of “loss of privileges or an unfavourable assessment of behaviour” if they refuse specific jobs.100

A key indicator for free consent is whether the 
conditions of employment are comparable to those

of free labor relationships

18



“Each Member of the International Labour Organisation which ratifies this 
Convention undertakes to suppress and not to make use of any form of forced 
or compulsory labour--[…] (e) as a means of racial, social, national or religious 
discrimination.”
ILO Convention NO. 105, Article 1(e)

A second fundamental ILO convention that the United States has ratified, the ILO Abolition of 
Forced Labor Convention (No.105),101 obligates each ratifying Member State “to suppress and 
not to make use of any form of forced or compulsory labour […] (e) as a means of racial, social, 
national or religious discrimination.”102 The ILO’s Committee of Experts on the Application of 
Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) explained that “This covers prison labor as well 
as other forms of forced labour involving discrimination.”103 The CEACR recalled in its 2021 
comments on the United States that “if the penal punishment is meted out more severely to 
certain groups defined in racial, social, national or religious terms, and this punishment involves 
compulsory labour, the situation is in violation of Article 1(e) of the Convention [No. 105].”104

Racial minorities, in particular Black and Brown individuals, constitute a vastly disproportionate 
percentage of those subjected to compulsory prison labor in the United States.105 This is the 
result of the broader phenomenon of racially discriminatory law enforcement, which is in turn 
the result of a long history of racialized violence by state and private entities, and which has 
resulted in dramatically disproportionate rates of incarceration of Black and Brown individuals 
across the country.106 This manifests in the form of racial minorities being arrested at higher 
rates and receiving longer sentences than white defendants for the same crimes.107 

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Mandela Rules, which provide 
minimum guidelines for how governments should treat incarcerated persons. Under the 
Mandela Rules, “[t]he interests of the prisoners and of their vocational training… must not 
be subordinated to the purpose of making a financial profit from an industry in the prison.”108 
The rules further state that it is “preferabl[e]” that “institutional industries and farms should be 
operated directly by the prison administration and not by private contractors.”109 However, it 
also provides that incarcerated workers “shall always be under the supervision of prison staff.”110

The United States is in violation of these Mandela Rules. For instance, across the country 
incarcerated workers in the United States are placed in jobs overseen by companies rather than 
by the prison administration.111 Moreover, many jobs available to incarcerated workers provide 
no vocational training, but instead allow companies to profit while incarcerated workers often 
carry out manual labor.112 

Taken together, the United States’ high incarceration rate — the highest in the world — and 
the prevalence of companies hiring incarcerated (and disproportionately Black, Brown, and 
low-income) workers demonstrate that the United States is an ongoing violator of international 
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legal norms. The United States must prohibit companies from hiring or contracting for the labor 
of incarcerated workers and from buying goods produced in prisons, and the United States 
must become compliant with basic and fundamental prohibitions on forced labor.

C. ILO Forced Labor Indicators 

As explained above, under ILO Convention No. 29 “all work or service which is exacted from 
any person under the threat of a penalty and for which the person has not offered himself [or 
herself ] voluntarily” constitutes forced labor.113 The ILO indicators of forced labor are guidelines 
that can help to establish whether a specific instance meets the threshold of forced labor.

      The Eleven ILO Indicators of Forced Labor114
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The ILO’s Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labor has stated that not all eleven 
indicators must be found for an individual to be engaged in forced labor: “[t]he presence of a single 
indicator in a given situation may in some cases imply the existence of forced labour. However, in 
other cases you may need to look for several indicators which, taken together, point to a forced 
labour case.”115 While the ILO indicators are meant to assess whether an individual is engaged 
in forced labor, the conditions experienced by individual incarcerated workers across states, 
prisons, and work sites have enough similarities to be analyzed as a whole for the purpose of 
this report. 

In the case of incarcerated individuals in the United States, many of the forced labor indicators 
are often present. Indicators such as abuse of vulnerability, restriction of movement, and 
isolation are inherent in a system of incarceration, and cannot be sufficiently mitigated so as to 
eliminate the risk of forced labor. Other indicators, such as intimidation and threats, withholding 
of wages, and abusive working and living conditions are not necessarily embedded in a carceral 
system of control and yet are found, to varying degrees, across states and prisons. 

The following indicators apply to many incarcerated workers in the United States, underscoring 
that the risk of forced labor in US prison industries is high:

Abuse of vulnerability: Incarcerated individuals are in vulnerable situations 
in part by virtue of being cut off from the outside world and under the state’s 
control. Once incarcerated, individuals are reliant on the prison system for 
their jobs as well as for food, necessities, and basic privileges, putting them 
in a vulnerable position. Prisons and corporations abuse this vulnerability by 
forcing or coercing incarcerated individuals to work or to work in jobs they 
do not want.

Restriction of movement: Prisons, as institutions, exert control over 
where incarcerated individuals can and cannot be at all times. Incarcerated 
workers are not able to choose when to enter and exit their workspace. Their 
movements into, out of, and within work areas are often controlled by the 
state or by the private employer partnering with or buying from the state or 
federal government. 

Isolation: Incarcerated workers are isolated from the free population and, for 
the most part, are not authorized to leave the prison or the work site. While 
prisons are often located in isolated, rural areas, prisons in urban centers still 
succeed at isolating their incarcerated population from the outside world.
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Intimidation and threats: Threats, such as the loss of privileges, loss of time 
earned, and the threat of solitary confinement are often made against anyone 
who refuses to work. A recent report found that “[m]ore than 76 percent of 
incarcerated workers report that they are required to work or face additional 
punishment such as solitary confinement, denial of opportunities to reduce 
their sentence, and loss of family visitation, or the inability to pay for basic life 
necessities like bath soap.”116

Withholding of wages: US federal and state laws permit correctional facilities 
to withhold wages earned by incarcerated workers, and this practice occurs 
across the country. In some states, incarcerated workers are not paid for their 
work at all. In others, they earn mere cents per hour, often for arduous work. 
Even in PIECP, which requires companies to pay the “prevailing wage” in the 
area and for the work performed, 80 percent of wages (and in some cases 
even more) can be withheld from incarcerated workers.117

Abusive working and living conditions: Many of the jobs that incarcerated 
workers are engaged in are dangerous or demeaning. Workers have reported 
working in dangerous conditions and being subjected to verbal abuse. Prison 
facilities are also notorious for abusive living conditions, often subjecting 
incarcerated populations to conditions that are dirty, dangerous, and not fit 
for humans. 

Excessive overtime: Although a less common indicator, some incarcerated 
workers have complained that they are forced to work excessively long hours. 
For example, during the spring of 2020, incarcerated workers in Pennsylvania 
had to work for twelve hours each day, six days a week, manufacturing 
personal protective equipment (PPE).118
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Punitive State Laws: Threats and Intimidation

Several states have laws that require incarcerated individuals to work, punish refusals 
to work, or criminalize attempts by incarcerated individuals to avoid work.119 

North Carolina’s constitution declares that “all able-bodied prison inmates shall be 
required to perform diligently all work assignments provided for them” and “the 
failure to do so may result in disciplinary action.”120 If an incarcerated worker “willfully 
and intentionally” injures themselves, “resulting in a permanent or temporary 
incapacity to perform work or duties assigned,” the state can charge the incarcerated 
worker with a felony.121 In other words, an individual who is so opposed to working 
in the conditions forced upon them that they opt to self-injure can be charged with 
commission of another serious crime. 

In Colorado, where the state constitution prohibits involuntary servitude, even after 
conviction, an appellate court upheld in 2022 the denial of specified privileges as 
punishment for refusing to work.122 The court found that, so long as the incarcerated 
individuals were not physically compelled or threatened with legal sanctions, the 
mandated work did not constitute forced labor.123 Also in Colorado, an incarcerated 
worker’s request to be placed in a less risky job while suffering ongoing symptoms 
from COVID-19 was denied — and the worker was ultimately stripped of earned 
time.124 Lawyers filed a class action on behalf of this worker and others in February 
2022, arguing that imposing severe penalties, such as longer prison sentences, for 
refusal to work “amounts to servitude.”125

In the short term, ensuring that incarcerated workers receive the same compensation, are 
protected by the same regulations, and are guaranteed the same rights as free workers is 
imperative. Even if this were accomplished, the existence of companies profiting from prison 
labor creates a perverse incentive to incarcerate. As a practical matter, if incarcerated workers 
and free workers are protected by and guaranteed the same rights, the incentives motivating 
companies to partner with prisons will decrease substantially. However, there are forced labor 
indicators that cannot be eliminated within the context of a prison system. Abuse of vulnerability, 
restriction of movement, and isolation are inherent qualities of incarceration. As long as these 
qualities are present, a worker cannot be said to be free from coercion. Private profit derived 
from the prison system, and the mass incarceration that drives it, will thus never be acceptable.
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V. Corporate Exploitation of the 
US Carceral State: Three Examples

“It’s really hard to be used and used and used… And it sucks because it should 
be for a greater good [rather] than a greater profit. But that’s all it is. It’s just a 
profit.”126

Marlo Kobylarek, an incarcerated worker for Arizona Correctional Industries

Corporations and governments together benefit from the labor of incarcerated workers. 
Governments often receive large remittances for “hiring out” incarcerated workers127 — 
reminiscent of convict leasing — while companies often pay far less to these workers than 
they would for free labor. Within a narrow subset of prison/private relationships, companies 
are legally required to pay a “prevailing wage” to incarcerated workers, but they still frequently 
avoid paying social security and workers’ compensation and are not subject to liability for 
injuries incarcerated workers sustain on the job (even when compliance with safety standards 
is subpar). While many of these jobs pay more than work maintaining internal prison facilities, 
take home pay is minimal — frequently only a fraction of wages earned — and the work can be 
dangerous and occur in a coercive environment. In these circumstances, many ILO indicators 
of forced labor are present. Withholding of wages and abusive working conditions combine 
with abuse of vulnerability, isolation, and restrictions on movement — inherent qualities of 
incarceration — to create conditions in which incarcerated workers are at a high risk of forced 
labor, and from which companies profit.128 

In the following section, we focus on a handful of companies and their supply chains to illustrate 
three methods private entities leverage to make legal use of the forced labor of incarcerated 
individuals.129 First, we examine the agricultural exception to the restriction on interstate 
commerce of prison-made goods. We highlight Hickman’s Family Farms in Arizona, a leading 
producer of eggs and egg products and a long-time partner of Arizona Correctional Industries. 
Second, we discuss AM General, a defense contractor that has contracted with UNICOR. Third, 
we trace the supply chain of an Idaho company, Dickinson Frozen Foods, that has partnered with 
the Idaho Department of Corrections through the federal PIECP program. All three companies 
legally contract with correctional industries and, under US law, legally sell their goods across 
state lines. Yet the working conditions in all three examples also carry a high risk of forced labor.

A. The Agricultural Exception: Hickman’s Family Farms

18 USC § 1761(b): The Ashurst-Sumners Act does not apply to “agricultural 
commodities or parts for the repair of farm machinery.”130 Such goods can be 
produced by incarcerated workers and transported in interstate commerce.
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Arizona Correctional Industries

Arizona Correctional Industries (ACI) has embraced prison labor as a profitable business model. 
ACI, which manages the Arizona Department of Corrections, Rehabilitation and Reentry’s 
(ADCRR) collaboration with companies, touts itself as fulfilling its “mission to aid in the 
successful reentry of offenders by providing [them with] training and support” for more than 
three decades.131 However, rehabilitation does not appear to be ACI’s primary purpose — or 
even, in most cases, one of its outcomes. 

According to ACI’s 2020 Annual Report, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, ACI “was projecting 
the highest financial results in its history.”132 While the pandemic slowed this revenue growth,133 
Arizona continues to profit from hiring out its captive workforce. In 2022, roughly 2,000 
incarcerated individuals in Arizona worked for companies, while another 1,000 incarcerated 
workers performed jobs for state municipalities and agencies.134

Hickman’s Family Farms: ACI’s Top Customer 

Hickman’s Family Farms (Hickman’s), a privately held Arizona-based corporation, has relied 
on incarcerated workers in Arizona for more than twenty years and is ACI’s top customer.135 In 
2020, Hickman’s partnership with ACI accounted for 15 percent of ACI’s total revenue and nearly 
30 percent of its revenue from labor contracts.136 Hickman’s is the largest egg producer in the 
Southwest,137 with annual sales of over $53 million.138 The company owns nearly five million 
birds139 and processes more than 750,000 eggs every hour.140 Hickman’s eggs are sold across 
the United States, in grocery stores such as AJ’s, Albertsons, Bashas’, Food City, Fry’s Food Stores, 
Safeway, and Sprouts.141 These national sales are legal because Hickman’s produces eggs, an 
agricultural product, which it can sell across state lines under the agricultural exception in the 
Ashurst-Sumner Act. Hickman’s is in many ways typical — if on the larger side — of the type of 
US corporation that uses prison labor: the company is not a well-known brand, yet its eggs and 
egg products make it into millions of homes every year. 

Hickman’s began in 1944 with a flock of only 50 chickens, but in 1995 expanded its operations 
dramatically.142 According to co-owners Glenn and Billy Hickman, this expansion required a 
“growing reliable workforce,” but “it was very difficult to keep folks around long enough to really 
learn the business.”143 Hickman’s found a solution in Goodyear, Arizona, where the Perryville 
state prison facility — and a growing, reliable (and incarcerated) workforce — is located.144 At 
first, only ten incarcerated workers from the Perryville facility were transported to Hickman’s 
farms to work each day,145 but the relationship with the prison system has since expanded. 
Just prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly 300 incarcerated workers from three 
different Arizona state prisons worked at three separate Hickman’s locations.146 Incarcerated 
workers carry out a wide range of tasks for Hickman’s, including managing much of the egg 
production, maintaining barn facilities, taking care of chickens, and packaging eggs.147 
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Withholding of Wages

According to public data, Hickman’s pays free employees between $13 and $20 per hour.148 Yet 
the company’s incarcerated workforce earns much less, between $4.25 and $5.25 per hour,149 
well below Arizona’s $12.80 minimum wage.150 After the ADCRR takes mandatory deductions, a 
worker may receive up to $1.39 per hour — or, in some cases, nothing, as deductions can easily 
amount to the entire wage if the worker is subject to court-ordered dependent care.151 Most of 
the money the worker retains is only made available to the worker upon release.152

Abusive Working and Living Conditions

While working at Hickman’s allows incarcerated workers to earn more than they would working 
within prison facilities — where the pay ranges from ten cents to 45 cents per hour153 — the 
job comes with an array of dangers. For years, incarcerated workers have received insufficient 
training and have been subjected to dangerous working conditions on Hickman’s farms, often 
suffering injuries.154 Workers told The Arizona Republic that they “kept getting numb hands from 
accidentally injecting themselves with antibiotics, chest pains from the feces in the air, and had 
no choice but to drink water from a contaminated well.”155 Workers also reported that “they work 
under sweatshop-like conditions and are immediately replaced when injured or sick.”156

Incarcerated workers have filed numerous lawsuits against Hickman’s for injuries on the job. In 
September 2019, Mary Stinson, an incarcerated worker, filed a federal lawsuit against Hickman’s 
after losing part of a finger while operating machinery on a Hickman’s farm.157 According to 

Free Hickman’s 
employees earn 

$13 – 20 
per hour

Incarcerated Hickman’s 
employees earn  

$4.25 – 5.25  
per hour

After deductions, incarcerated workers take 

home, at most, $1.39 per hour
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Stinson, she received little training before beginning to operate the machinery.158 Just one 
month later, in October 2019, another incarcerated worker filed a lawsuit after his left hand 
became trapped in a machine with “no safety mechanism, guard, or emergency shut-off,” for 
which the worker had received no training “on the safe and proper way to use [the] machinery.”159 

These lawsuits are only a sampling: incarcerated workers at Hickman’s filed a total of nine claims 
against the company in 2019 and 2020.160 

“Figure it out — that’s pretty much what they tell you.”161

Mary Stinson, an incarcerated worker who lost part of a finger while working at 
Hickman’s, describing Hickman’s training standards

Many of these working conditions worsened during the COVID-19 pandemic. In spring 2020, 
public health officials around the world stressed the importance of isolation and distance. In 
response, local and state officials closed schools, restaurants, and offices across the United 
States. The response from Hickman’s and ACI, however, differed considerably. In late March 2020, 
ACI moved 140 incarcerated individuals from the Arizona State Prison Complex – Perryville to 
a 6,000 square foot warehouse building on Hickman’s property,162 where the workers slept in 
bunk beds that — according to a photo in ACI’s 2020 Annual Report — were lined up in rows 
touching one another.163 In a joint letter announcing that incarcerated workers would be living 
at Hickman’s facilities, Glenn Hickman and the ADCRR Director David Shinn described the move 
as necessary “to ensure a stable food supply” for the nation.164 An email obtained by the Phoenix 
New Times, written in March 2020 by a worker impacted by the move to the Hickman’s site, said 
that officials were “concerned about the media finding out and our families.”165 

At least nine of the workers living at the Hickman’s facility subsequently tested positive 
for COVID-19.166 Carlos Garcia, Executive Director of the Arizona Correctional Peace Officers 
Association, told reporters that, because “the inmates are on top of each other, literally… [i]f 
these inmates had it, they’ve all been exposed.”167 Incarcerated workers also described excrement 
filling up the toilets — placed next to their living space — and having water that was not always 
potable. There were, in fact, signs on water fountains warning pregnant women not to drink 
the water.168 Workers reported that “[c]orrections officers brought in fans to circulate fresh air, 

Workers told The Arizona Republic that they
“kept getting numb hands from accidentally
injecting themselves with antibiotics, chest
pains from the feces in the air, and had no

choice but to drink water from a
contaminated well.”
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but instead of respite from the smell and heat, the fans just stirred up dust, bacteria, dirt and 
chicken feces.”169 

While Hickman’s does make an effort to hire formerly incarcerated workers170 — more than 
many companies that use prison labor do — the public relations rhetoric surrounding the hiring 
program may be more impressive than its implementation. According to The Arizona Republic, 
“the job [at Hickman’s] is not enjoyable, even for civilian farmworkers, who often leave the job 
after just a few days. One of the men who worked at Hickman’s while incarcerated said people on 
the outside sometimes come in for work, but don’t last even a few days.”171 Hickman’s leverages 
its exploitation of a captive workforce and the fact that few employers will hire workers with 
criminal records to maintain a full staff when no “civilian farmworkers” will choose the work. 

Isolation and Intimidation and Threats

Incarcerated workers are inherently isolated, and the 140 workers from the Perryville correctional 
facility were isolated further from the broader prison population — and opportunities to connect 
with family and friends — when they were moved to the Hickman’s farm in spring 2020. At least 
one woman was forced to stop taking GED classes after being told by a corrections officer that 
“the job at Hickman’s was more important”172 — this occurred despite Hickman’s purported 
requirement that all incarcerated workers have a GED or be working towards a GED.173 Another 
woman reported not wanting to move to the farm, for fear she would lose access to phone calls 
and tablets — her connections to the world outside prison.174 Incarcerated workers understood, 
however, that refusing to work at a chosen site could mean losing the right to work for three  
to six months, and work is a necessity in a system that does not always provide enough food.175 
One worker, who claims to have not even applied for a Hickman’s job but was nonetheless forced
to work for the company, told The Arizona Republic that she was put on “a six month [work] hold”
after quitting.176

“You work at Hickman’s… It doesn’t matter if you’re in school.”177

Tianna Boswer’s recollection of what she was told when she asked to finish her GED 
classes, rather than move to the Hickman’s farm in 2020

Hickman’s extensive support for the prison labor system — and its openness about its 
exploitation of incarcerated workers — may be a bit of an outlier. But its desire for a cheap, 
malleable, and replenishable workforce is not. Hickman’s merely exemplifies one method 
companies use to exploit an incarcerated labor force: to pay lower wages and yet retain workers 
despite dangerous working conditions.
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Incarcerated Workers Were Housed Within A Private Entity – 
How Is This Legal?

When asked by Phoenix New Times about whether the Arizona Department of 
Corrections had legal authority to move the incarcerated women to Hickman’s 
facilities, the ADCRR spokesperson responded that the “Director has both general and 
specific legal authority under Title 31 and Title 41 of the Arizona Revised Statutes to 
act in the event of a public health emergency.”178 Title 41 Section 1609(E) authorizes 
the ADCRR Director to “confine persons who are committed to the department in… 
a private institution” when an emergency has been declared.179 Section 1609 places 
various time limits on this type of emergency situation.180 

Hickman’s seems to have been interested in amending this authority to allow 
incarcerated workers to live on the farm indefinitely. Glenn Hickman wrote an 
email in May 2020, just weeks after the women were “temporarily house[d]” in the 
Hickman’s warehouse, suggesting the creation of a “permanent work camp”:181 

“I’m not the expert, but am guessing that legislation and regulations might be needed in 
order to have any chance of being able to break ground on a permanent facility around 
this time next year.”182

B.  The UNICOR Exception: AM General

Federal Prison Industries

Federal Prison Industries, Inc. (FPI), which operates under the trade name UNICOR, is a wholly 
owned US government corporation Congress created in 1934.183 In 2022, UNICOR operated 
in 51 prisons through 63 factories and two farms across seven business segments: clothing 
and textiles, electronics, agribusiness, office furniture, fleet, recycling, and services.184 The 
Federal Bureau of Prisons requires all medically able incarcerated individuals to work, whether 
for UNICOR or maintaining internal prison facilities.185 In fiscal year 2021, UNICOR employed 
16,315 incarcerated workers.186 Currently, only 8 percent of work-eligible individuals participate 
in UNICOR, though there are approximately 25,000 on a waitlist for the program, likely a 
consequence of UNICOR’s paltry wages still being higher than wages for many other jobs.187 
Any work assignment above entry level requires a high school diploma or GED.188 

By statute, with a few exceptions discussed below, UNICOR is restricted to selling goods made 
by incarcerated workers to the federal government.189 Moreover, federal agencies are generally 
required to purchase goods from UNICOR, provided the products meet the agency’s quality, 
price, and delivery standards.190 UNICOR’s biggest customer is the Department of Defense, 
accounting for 56 percent of its total revenue.191 In fiscal year 2021, UNICOR reported net sales 
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totaling $404,065,000 with earnings of $43,732,000.192 Yet for each dollar that UNICOR earns, 
only $0.04 is paid to incarcerated workers.193 

While UNICOR has historically produced goods for the federal government, more recently it 
has expanded its partnerships with the private sector. The UNICOR website boasts that “just 
about any company can team with UNICOR to take advantage of our modern manufacturing 
capabilities, diverse product line, talented labor pool, and nationwide locations.”194 For 
instance, “[p]rivate firms that compete for government contracts might be allowed to purchase 
manufacturing time and subcontract parts and services directly through UNICOR.”195 Under its 
reshoring initiative, UNICOR allows companies to contract with it in a variety of ways, as long 
as each contracting company “signs an agreement with UNICOR certifying that the company 
would have otherwise produced its product(s) outside of the United States.”196

Reshoring: Made in America 

UNICOR has promoted its reshoring initiative by emphasizing the benefits companies 
can accrue by producing US-made goods. As of 2022, it appears that numerous 
companies recognize the benefit of this UNICOR program. For example, in 2015, 
Suniva, a Georgia-based solar panel manufacturer, moved some of its operations 
from Asia to the United States to contract with UNICOR.197 Suniva’s decision to 
manufacture some solar panels in UNICOR prison factories in Oregon and New York 
allowed the company to market such products as “American-made” and to avoid 
tariffs on Chinese-made solar panels.198 Defending this decision, Matt Card, Suniva’s 
Vice President of Global Sales and Manufacturing at the time, explained that the 
company had no “visibility” into what UNICOR workers were paid — although this 
information was publicly available — and that “[i]t costs us more to manufacture 
through Unicor than it does in China.”199

This shift towards using incarcerated workers has become increasingly common. In 
2018, Professor Lan Cao argued that “[u]tilizing incarcerated people that work for 
low or no pay, instead of low-wage foreign workers that labor in unsafe working 

For each dollar 
that UNICOR earns, 
only $0.04 is paid 
to incarcerated 

workers
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conditions, is a cynical channeling of the rising awareness of the domestic American 
worker’s plight in the age of globalization.”200 Companies like Suniva seem to move 
from one vulnerable worker population to another, while trying to reap the rewards 
of labeling their products as Made in America.

AM General: Winning Defense Contracts with UNICOR

Companies frequently take advantage of the benefits offered by UNICOR, but these partnerships 
are shrouded in secrecy. UNICOR — a government entity that is subject to the Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) — has denied requests to release the names of companies it contracts 
with, claiming the data is privileged communication between or within government agencies.201 
Despite this lack of transparency, public information is available about certain partnerships.

AM General is a world leader in the design, engineering, and manufacturing of tactical vehicles, 
such as the High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (known as the “Humvee”).202 The 
company, headquartered in South Bend, Indiana, was awarded its first contract with the US 
Army in 1861,203 and this close relationship with the Department of Defense has continued 
ever since. In the last 25 years, the company has been awarded nearly 300 defense contracts, 
together worth several billion dollars.204 AM General competes for each of these opportunities, 
and over the last four years there is evidence that it has done so successfully on at least eight 
occasions with UNICOR’s help.205 According to HigherGov.com, an online database that “provides 
comprehensive market intelligence and business development tools for federal government 
contractors, grant recipients, consultants, and agencies,”206 AM General subcontracted with 
UNICOR to provide mounting bases and loudspeakers as part of contracts between AM 
General and the US Army Contracting Command in Detroit in 2019, 2020, and 2021 (with six 
such contracts in 2021).207 The contracts obligated AM General to provide Humvees to the 
Department of Defense and the Army National Guard.208 UNICOR advertises on its website both 
its capacity to refurbish Humvees and its expertise manufacturing speakers for military tactical 
vehicles.209 AM General was awarded nearly $900 million for the contracts for which it used 
UNICOR as a subcontractor, and UNICOR was awarded over $2.5 million210 — only 4 percent of 
which was likely paid to the incarcerated workers performing the subcontract.211 

AM General’s Code of Conduct promises a “safe and healthy work environment”212 and explicitly 
states its expectation that all “joint venture partners, contractors, and suppliers [] be guided by 
these standards.”213 KPS Capital Partners, which acquired AM General in 2020, commits on its 
website to “hold[] itself, its portfolio companies and their employees to the highest standards 
of ethical and principled conduct,” and claims to “demonstrate[] the power that results from 
labor and capital working together constructively.”214 We found no evidence to suggest that 
the use of prison labor is a major or long-standing strategy for either AM General or KPS Capital 
Partners. However, any instance of profiting from forced labor is sufficient to taint a supply 
chain. Incarcerated workers have repeatedly reported dangerous conditions and abusive 
environments in UNICOR factories.215 This reality cannot be reconciled with AM General’s and 
KPS Capital Partners’ claims of safety, high standards, and ethical conduct.
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Withholding of Wages

While in some cases UNICOR pays more than prison facilities, the pay is quite low and has not 
increased since at least the early 1990s.216 Incarcerated workers receive between $0.23 and $1.15 
per hour, divided into five pay grades.217 

Table 1: UNICOR Pay Grades and Deductions218

Nor do incarcerated workers actually retain the small hourly wage they earn, as their pay is 
subject to deductions under the Inmate Financial Responsibility Program (IFRP).219 The IFRP is 
meant to “encourage” incarcerated individuals “to meet his or her legitimate financial obligations” 
by developing financial plans with staff who subsequently review the worker’s compliance in 
making payments according to the plan.220 IFRP payments go toward court-ordered fines, child 
support, incarceration fees, victim restitution, and other monetary judgments.221 For incarcerated 
workers earning $0.23 per hour, the minimum quarterly IFRP payment is $25, while workers at 
grades 1−4 are required to allot at least 50 percent of their income to IFRP payments.222 If a grade 
5 worker employed by UNICOR works 40 hours per week for three months, and then forfeits 
$25 to the government, the worker’s effective rate of pay is $0.18 per hour — a staggering 2.5 
percent of the federal minimum wage.223 

Although the IFRP is considered a “voluntary” program, incarcerated workers face repercussions 
for not participating,224 including notifications to the parole board of the worker’s failure to 
participate; denial of furlough; denial of assignments to work outside the prison or participate 
in UNICOR; subjection to more stringent commissary spending limits; placement at the lowest 
housing status; denial of placement in community-based programs; and denial of incentives 
for participating in residential drug treatment programs.225 As a result, there is little that is truly 
“voluntary” about this program.

UNICOR Pay Grades 
and Hourly Pay

Minimum Inmate Financial 
Responsibility Program (IFRP) 

Payment for UNICOR

50%/monthly pay
1 = $1.15 per hour

2 = $.92 per hour

3 = $.69 per hour

4 = $.46 per hour

5 = $.23 per hour $25/quarter
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Little Evidence of Rehabilitation 

UNICOR claims that “[r]esearch shows that offenders who participate in the UNICOR 
program are 24% less likely to return to criminal activity and 14% more likely to 
obtain employment upon release from prison compared to those without similar 
experience.”226 However, in a July 2020 report, the United States Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) found that the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) “relies on 
outdated studies that assessed the impact of FPI on inmates released in the 1980s.”227 
While the “BOP made a plan to evaluate FPI,” it ignored its own timeline and does not 
appear to have ever done so.228

A 2009 study on the impact of UNICOR’s program on incarcerated workers in 
federal prisons found that “no significant differences emerge in terms of rearrest or 
recommitment to federal prison” and that “existing evaluations of prison industries 
programs are limited and often plagued with serious methodological concerns.”229

Abusive Working Conditions and Intimidation and Threats

UNICOR boasts that it is “self-sustaining and operates at no cost to the taxpayer”230 — but it 
accomplishes this by exploiting incarcerated individuals for profit. A 2006 report by the Center 
for Environmental Health on incarcerated workers who were exposed to toxic materials while 
working at UNICOR’s electronic recycling plants found that UNICOR “failed to adequately protect 
prisoners and staff from exposure to toxics.”231 A worker anonymously quoted in the report said 
that when he and others asked for information on hazardous materials they were told “‘If you 
are not happy here, you can quit,’ meaning ‘Shut up. Don’t ask us for anything. Do your job, or 
we’ll replace you by pushing you out or forcibly retiring you.’”232

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the abusive conditions suffered by UNICOR workers. 
Despite knowledge that COVID-19 was spreading in prisons, many UNICOR workers were made 
to work in crowded factories and without face masks throughout spring 2020.233 Patrick Jones, 
the first documented federally incarcerated individual to die from COVID-19, worked in a prison 
textile factory in Louisiana — without a mask — until he collapsed and was taken to a hospital, 
where he passed away less than two weeks later.234 Jones’ death caused the US Bureau of 
Prisons to implement a fourteen-day lockdown, but several UNICOR factories remained open.235 
Workers continued to report to work at a license-plate prison factory in Maryland through at 
least mid-April 2020, even after someone at the factory had tested positive for the virus.236 
These pandemic risks existed in workplaces that were already rife with danger and fueled by 
fear of punishment for refusal to work. Prison labor expert Heather Ann Thompson explained 
that “Working conditions [in prisons] are always terrible and super-oppressive… You add onto 
that the possibility of disease and you realize that those things that are already bad become 
worse.”237 
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“We were completely overworked like slaves. We were completely underpaid 
and it showed that the value of what we manufactured was undervalued. 
Sometimes the pay for the entire day was $1. The supervisors were strict and 
not compassionate.”
Former UNICOR worker238

C. The PIECP Exception: Dickinson Frozen Foods

The Prison Industry Enhancement Certification Program

The Prison Industry Enhancement Certification Program (PIECP) is the most well-known program 
through which companies hire incarcerated workers. Congress established PIECP in 1979 to 
allow companies to set up joint ventures with certified state departments of corrections and 
be exempt from restrictions on the interstate sale of prison-made goods.239 Despite being the 
flagship corporate program for prison labor, PIECP employs only 5,000 incarcerated workers 
across the country.240 

Numerous laws regulate PIECP, yet they are primarily meant to ensure that the program does not 
undercut free labor — rather than meant to protect incarcerated workers.241 First, PIECP requires 
that companies pay their workers the “prevailing wage” in the area, which cannot be lower than 
the jurisdiction’s minimum wage.242 Second, the Department of Corrections and PIECP employers 
must document “that employment of inmates will not result in the displacement of employed 
workers within the locality.”243 Third, the program prohibits companies from hiring incarcerated 
workers “to be used in skills, crafts, or trades in which there is a surplus of available gainful labor 
in the locality or [when it will] significantly impair existing contracts.”244 Lastly, departments of 
corrections and PIECP employers are required to consult “with representatives of local labor 
organizations and local businesses prior to the use of inmate workers in the production of 
goods for sale in interstate commerce or to the federal government.”245 

Yet companies have been known to ignore these regulations without repercussion. There 
are numerous allegations of companies circumventing the requirement that corporations 
contracting with state carceral facilities pay incarcerated workers the prevailing wage. Companies 
have allegedly delineated incarcerated workers who are involved in final assembly of a product 
(paid PIECP wages) from those involved in the production of pieces of the product (paid non-
PIECP wages).246 Some state PIECP programs undercut the prevailing wage requirements by 
having long training periods — during which prevailing wages are not required — with multiple 
levels, which may be extended if an incarcerated worker moves to another position.247 
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PRIDE: PIECP in Florida

In 2010, the Prison Rehabilitative Industries and Diversified Enterprises, Inc. 
(PRIDE), Florida’s authorized state-level PIECP program, was criticized for requiring 
incarcerated workers to complete an initial 480-hour training course, before 
completing three more training “levels” over the course of two years. Only after 
these trainings did the worker have “the potential of making the prevailing wage.”248 
At any time during the four-tiered training program the worker could be (and often 
was) moved to another position to begin training on different equipment, further 
extending the training period and the period of depressed wages.249 

Moreover, instead of consulting with local labor organizations and local businesses, companies 
have sometimes “simply advertised in local papers or notified the local Chamber of Commerce of 
their intent to establish such programs.”250 Companies’ ability to circumvent these regulations is 
less surprising given that, in 1995, the US Bureau of Justice Assistance outsourced management 
of PIECP to the National Correctional Industries Association (NCIA),251 a nonprofit professional 
association for members from correctional industry agencies and corporate suppliers and 
partners in work programs.252 This structure creates a conflict of interest that has led to abuses 
of the program because the NCIA is composed of “the very PIECP participants that it is charged 
with monitoring; in effect, it is overseeing itself.”253

Dickinson Frozen Foods: A PIECP Company

In Idaho, Dickinson Frozen Foods (Dickinson), a subsidiary of privately owned Oregon Potato 
Company,254 is one of the largest private employers of incarcerated workers. Depending on the 
quarter, Dickinson employs between 93 and 526 incarcerated workers to process potatoes, onions, 
and peppers.255 Dickinson has two processing plants in the state, in Sugar City and in Fruitland.256 
The company employs incarcerated workers in St. Anthony and Kuna, presumably from the St. 
Anthony Work Camp and the Idaho State Corrections Center located near these facilities.257

As is true of many companies that use prison labor, available information on buyers of Dickinson 
products is scant. Companies that hire incarcerated workers are often not well-known brands, but 
they supply key products — like onions, peppers, and potatoes — to consumer-facing brands. 
As a result, little is publicly known about which companies ultimately sell Dickinson’s products 
to consumers. However, there is evidence that as of 2005, Dickinson distributed products to 
“household food brands” like Pillsbury and Campbell’s Soup.258 In 2007 then-company-president 
Paul Fox told the Oregon-based Argus Observer that Dickinson supplied onions to Wendy’s for 
its chili.259 More recently, a truck driver reported delivering Dickinson’s products to a Stouffer’s 
plant.260 While Dickinson does not provide information on who it sells to, it touts itself as “the 
premier [individually quick frozen] onion supplier in the United States,”261 implying that it sells 
to many consumer-facing companies.
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Withholding of Wages

Between 2015 and 2020, Dickinson earned between $150 million and $254 million in annual 
revenue,262 yet its incarcerated workforce takes home far less than the minimum wage.263 In 2018-
2020, Dickinson paid incarcerated workers between $7.80 and $10.68 per hour,264 compared to 
between $9.62 and $22.87 per hour (plus benefits) to its free workers.265 For incarcerated workers 
at Dickinson, take home pay was often significantly less than the purported wage. Under PIECP, 
the Idaho Department of Corrections is authorized to retain 25 percent of incarcerated workers’ 
“total gross wages for room and board, and garnish[] an additional 31 percent of the money 
for ‘victims programs,’ including court-ordered restitution. More [can be] withheld for family 
support and taxes.”266 As a result, a worker who technically earns $7.80 per hour might only 
receive $1.95 per hour, with another $1.15 deducted and placed into a mandatory savings 
account, meaning the worker takes home only $0.80 per hour.267 

The Idaho program is not an outlier. Within all PIECP programs, state correctional institutions 
can deduct money for taxes, room and board, court-ordered and voluntary family support, and 
contributions to victim funds.268 While these deductions cannot exceed 80 percent of the gross 
wages, court-ordered family support and court-ordered victim restitution may be taken from  
net wages after the 80 percent deduction from gross wages if provided for in the Worker’s 
Voluntary Participation form.269 PIECP also allows mandatory savings accounts, which are not 
considered deductions.270 While the incarcerated worker may someday receive this money, 
most workers need income in the present to be able to buy basic necessities, such as tampons 
or food.

A worker who technically earns
$7.80 per hour might only receive 
$1.95 per hour, with another $1.15 

deducted and placed into a
mandatory savings account,

meaning the worker
takes home only
$0.80 per hour

36



Abusive Working Conditions

Working conditions at Dickinson’s facilities in Idaho have been found to be dangerous on 
numerous occasions. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), under the US 
Department of Labor, has found that Dickinson has committed both “serious” and “willful” OSHA 
violations that put incarcerated workers at risk.271 For example, in 2016, OSHA cited Dickinson 
for its inadequate preparation and response during a 13,000 pound ammonia leak and fined the 
company $273,000.272 The ammonia levels at the plant were not measured, despite this being 
the typical procedure during a response. As a result, the level of employee exposure remains 
unknown.273 Although no one was seriously injured, OSHA’s Idaho director stated it is “a miracle 
no Dickinson Frozen Foods employees were killed or hurt last year.”274 OSHA subsequently issued 
the company nineteen serious citations and two willful citations.275 

Dickinson has had a number of other “major ammonia releases” that have hospitalized 
employees,276 pointing to systemic safety issues at Dickinson’s facilities.277 In 2018, OSHA again 
cited the company for a “serious” violation due to compressor room doors not being tightly 
sealed and for inadequate process safety management of highly hazardous chemicals.278 
Although not all of the injured employees were incarcerated, the fact remains that incarcerated 
workers employed by Dickinson are exposed to unsafe working conditions.

Dickinson highlights that even “good” prison jobs are problematic. While take home pay from 
PIECP jobs is often higher than the pay for prison facility jobs, external incentives drive companies 
to ignore detrimental impacts on incarcerated workers. For example, Idaho companies have 
openly been looking for workers to replace the often undocumented migrant workers in the 
state who used to work in agriculture.279 Turning to prison labor allows corporations to shift 
from one vulnerable, exploitable population to another.
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VI. Conclusion: Looking Forward

One hundred and fifty years after the end of the Civil War, it is past time that the United States 
close the Thirteenth Amendment’s exception to the constitutional prohibition of slavery and 
servitude. This loophole permits the state to force the “duly convicted” to work under abusive 
and even dangerous conditions. Moreover, federal and state policies that allow private entities 
to use and profit off prison labor forever fasten the United States to “the wedding of slavery, the 
plantation economy, and capitalism.”280

 
Discourse in the United States all too easily falls into the (often) racist and dehumanizing tropes 
that the incarcerated are somehow less human, less important, and less deserving of rights. These 
tropes allow state and federal governments to incarcerate millions of people, disproportionately 
from Black, Brown, and low-income communities, and it allows companies — together with 
governments — to generate wealth off the backs of a captive and vulnerable workforce without 
needing to answer to public sentiment or mitigate political fallout. The United States is certainly 
not the only country to allow prison labor, nor is it the only country to allow private markets to 
benefit from domestic prison industries. This, however, does not excuse the blatant hypocrisy 
of the United States’ treatment of domestic and foreign forced labor. As long as the United 
States continues to protect its own racist institutions of forced labor, it will remain in violation 
of international human rights norms. No amount of leadership in the global fight against forced 
and prison labor will save the United States from this status. 
 
In the immediate term, the Thirteenth Amendment’s loophole must be eliminated, and 
incarcerated workers must be guaranteed the same protections and rights as all other workers. 
This includes paying incarcerated workers at least minimum wage, eradicating state and federal 
programs that allow wages to be withheld (even temporarily), and prohibiting all forms of threats 
and punishment for refusing to work. Incarcerated workers must have the right to organize and 
must be protected by the same health and safety standards that all other workers are subject to. 
 
Moreover, private entities must never be authorized to use prison labor in their supply chains. 
Many incarcerated individuals want to work, and the highest paying jobs have often been those 
working for the private sector. We recognize incarcerated workers’ need to earn the higher — 
and yet still paltry — income from these jobs in the current system, yet reject that this is, or ever 
could be, the answer. When corporations are allowed to benefit from the existence of vulnerable 
labor groups, whether in the United States or elsewhere, more and more egregious exploitation 
will always follow.

These reforms — although imperative — are insufficient. No amount of protection can rid the 
prison system of forced labor indicators like abuse of vulnerability, restriction of movement, and
isolation. These are inherent qualities of incarceration in the United States, impossible to reform 
and addressable only by abolition. While we must fight for improved labor conditions and basic 
rights for the incarcerated, we cannot settle for incremental change. Rather, we must push — 
through legal, policy, and social means, and with as much creativity as possible — for an entirely 
new system free of all forms of exploitation.
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