NAnited States Senate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

August 6, 2020

The Honorable Mitch McConnell The Honorable Charles Schumer
Majority Leader Minority Leader

United States Senate United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510 Washington, DC 20510

Dear Majority Leader McConnell and Minority Leader Schumer:

We write to urge you to include provisions in the next economic relief package to provide access
to free phone and video calls for incarcerated people during and after the coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic.

America's prisons and jails currently house more than 2.2 million people, ! a disproportionate number
of whom are people of color.? Before the pandemic, more than 50 percent of families with an
incarcerated loved one struggled to pay for housing and food,® and one in 29 children had a
parent incarcerated. In addition, one in three families with an incarcerated loved one went into
debt in order to stay connected with them, and women shouldered 87 percent of these costs.®
Now, as many facilities have suspended in-person visits and families face layoffs, furloughs, and
evictions due to the pandemic, these calls are more necessary—and cost prohibitive—than ever.

On July 16, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) announced a Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking to lower the rate caps for interstate calls from prisons and jails, providing some
relief for incarcerated people and their families. But interstate calls make up only 20 percent
of all prison phone calls in the U.S., and courts have restricted the FCC’s authority to regulate
the other 80 percent of calls made within states, allowing telecommunications providers to
charge families up to $25 for fifteen minutes. Without action from Congress to address the
rates for instate calls, families will continue to suffer.

As it remains unclear when effective treatment or a vaccine will be available,® ensuring that
incarcerated people can stay connected with their loved ones while in-person visits are
suspended is critical—but we must also support solutions to help keep families connected after
the pandemic. Regular communication with loved ones has consistently proven to help
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incarcerated people succeed in reentering the workforce after their release,” and allowing them to
stay connected will benefit them and their communities in the short and long term. We urge you
now to include provisions in the next economic relief package to provide access to free phone
and video calls for incarcerated people and their families both during and after the pandemic.

Thank you for your attention to this highly important issue. We stand ready to work with you to
help keep families connected at this critical time.

Sincerely,
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Amy Klobuchar
United States Senator
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Cory A. Booker
United States Senator
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Richard Blumenthal
United States Senator
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Robert P. Casey, Jr.
United States Senator
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Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator

Tammy Dyfckworth
United States Senator

y/ - %ar;(z

Brian Schatz
United States Senator
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Edward J. Markey
United States Senator
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Tina Smith
United States Senator
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Angus S. King, Jr.
United States Senator
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United States Senator

Jeffrey A. Merkley
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