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The Franklin County Sheriff’s Office (FCSO) faced sophisticated challenges adapting to the COVID-19 

pandemic.  This document summarizes the experience of the agency during the COVID-19 pandemic 

from its beginning in March of 2020 to the close of 2021 and the start of the Omicron wave. 

Timeline of Activity

 January-February 2020:  The first cluster of COVID-19 appear in Europe and widespread 

infection happens swiftly and notably in places like northern Italy.  FCSO staff correctly recognize 

that such a rapid widespread infection from Asia to Europe means that the virus will inevitably 

infect large portions of the United States.    

 February, 2020: FCSO prepares for the coming pandemic by purchasing personal protective 

equipment (PPE), sanitizer, and laptops & webcam enabled TVs for remote work and telehealth. 

 March 10, 2020: Governor Charlie Baker declares a state of emergency related to the pandemic. 

 March 11, 2020: The World Health Organization declares a COVID-19 pandemic. 

 March 12, 2020:  FCSO becomes the first carceral facility in the Commonwealth to go to 

restrictive access to the jail, and keep only the most essential staff on site to run the facility.  

Staff and incarcerated persons are required to wear masks and socially distance themselves.  In-

person visits for incarcerated persons are suspended. 

 April 3, 2020: Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court rules that non-violent incarcerated persons 

who are pending a trial can be released.  The average daily count at the facility shifted from 

approximately 210 persons to 130 persons. 

 June, 2020: In-person programming resumed with masks and social distancing. 

 July, 2020: Outside agencies and professionals may enter FCSO with masks and social distancing. 

 January, 2021: Thanks to advocacy from Phoebe Walker and others, the Commonwealth 

prioritizes carceral facilities and congregate living environments and prioritizes correctional staff 

and incarcerated residents in phase 1 of the vaccine rollout.  FCSO conducts the nation’s best 

vaccine campaign for a carceral facility with 90% of the incarcerated residents accepting the 

available Moderna vaccine and 98% of staff. 

 February-April, 2021: The FCSO assists in a number of vaccine clinics throughout Franklin 

County—prioritizing seniors living in congregate homes and those in remote locations. 

 November, 2021: FCSO administers a COVID-19 vaccine booster clinic.  All but 5 eligible 

incarcerated persons accepts the booster shot. Sheriff Donelan incentivizes staff to receive the 

shot by offering $500. 

During the period of March, 2020 to Dec, 31, 2021: 



Staff positive for COVID-19: 21 (6 of these infections took place during the week of December 26-

December 31.   

Incarcerated persons positive for COVID-19: 18.  Each of these infections was detected while the 

individual was booked into the facility and the individuals were successfully medically quarantined.  No 

spread of COVID-19 happened from staff to incarcerated person or from incarcerated person to 

incarcerated person during this period. 

Data regarding positive cases in other Massachusetts jails and prisons can be found on the ACLU website 

here: https://data.aclum.org/sjc-12926-tracker/ 

FCSO Strengths and Challenges during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Strengths 

Early preparation and acknowledgment of the inevitability of the pandemic reaching the United 

States was essential in preparing for remote work.  FCSO purchased laptops early on, understanding that 

staff would need to work remotely.  Additionally, creating a culture that reinforced social distancing, 

mask wearing, as well as instituting temperature checks and COVID screens helped prevent COVID 

infections from reaching the incarcerated residents. 

On March 12th, FCSO sent ‘non-essential’ staff to work remotely from home.  Programs staff 

quickly formed a hub-and spoke where staff working remotely would engage in reentry planning 

remotely and ensure that incarcerated persons had transition plans that included health insurance, 

necessary appointments being made for medical and behavioral health providers, and a program, 

shelter, or home to go to.  Very limited staff worked inside the facility meeting with clients to in person 

to complete any necessary steps that needed signatures or discussion with the clients. 

Programming was quickly adapted.  In the first moth of the pandemic, behavioral health 

treatment was limited to the distribution and collection of recovery based workbooks.  Behavioral 

health clinical work resumed via telehealth in April.  Individual sessions and group work was conducted 

via telehealth TVs and laptops. 

FCSO conducted the most successful vaccination campaign that it is aware of in the nation.  

Thanks to advocacy from Phoebe Walker, the Franklin County representative on the Governor’s vaccine 

advisory group, Massachusetts jails and prisons were prioritized for COVID vaccinations.  FCSO 

distributed materials to each resident including, paper articles, as well as podcasts and videos that were 

played on group TVs and that were made available to inmate accessible tablets.  A medical doctor 

conducted a live question and answer session for each housing unit to address vaccine concerns.  Staff 

were instructed not to spread misinformation and were modeled how to hold conversations with 

vaccine hesitant clients.  All residents were called one at a time, privately to answer any final questions 

they had about the vaccine and then it was offered.  Whether the vaccine was declined or accepted, we 

recorded the reasons for the resident’s choice.  The campaign resulted in an initial 87% vaccine 

acceptance rate amongst incarcerated residents and 95% for staff.  The vaccines are continuously 

offered to residents and now the FCSO average vaccination rate for incarcerated residents is 90%.   

Challenges 



Thanks to early preparation, FCSO has maintained an adequate stock of PPE at all times.  FCSO’s 

first major challenge was the rapid release of incarcerated persons throughout the end of March and 

through May.  Congregate living environments pose special threats to residents during a pandemic 

because contagions are rapidly transmissible when in close quarters.  When the Supreme Judicial Court 

ruled to release most non-violent pretrial detainees, it seemed a logical and sensible decision.  This 

decision, however, made the reentry planning for detainees extremely difficult.  The FCSO is a fully 

licensed opioid treatment program (i.e. methadone clinic).  Incarcerated patients recently induced on 

methadone or buprenorphine (e.g. suboxone) to treat an opioid addiction were being released with 

sometimes only 30 minutes notice.  Releasing a methadone or buprenorphine patient to the street with 

no health insurance active, no place to live, and no continuity of care appointments made can be 

severely life threatening—especially at a time in the pandemic when most services where closed.  

During these 30 minutes to 2 hours of notice, staff needed to plan for a place for the client to stay, make 

necessary appointments for the patients, and ensure their insurance was reactivated. The reactivation 

of insurance was a major problem for FCSO residents for bureaucratic reasons—most individuals needed 

help from an outside certified application counselor on the phone with the client in a three-way 

conference call with MassHealth central offices.  This was time consuming, unwieldy, and unnecessary.  

Fortunately, MassHealth streamlined this process for all carceral facilities in the Commonwealth to make 

the process easier.  It is unclear how the individuals released during this period are now faring in the 

community. 

Incarcerated residents have had in person visits for most of 2021, thanks to the successful 

vaccination campaign.  However, for most of the pandemic, in persons visits were not allowed.  

Incarcerated residents where offered some free calls each month and video meetings were made 

available for residents to meet with family and other supports. 

Post release reentry work was very limited in 2020.  Reentry staff would only meet with clients 

while socially distanced and outside.  Post-release behavioral health and recovery groups were canceled.  

Staff no longer provided transportation for clients to appointments—a much utilized service in rural 

Franklin County. Fortunately, in person, post-release clinical groups resumed in the summer of 2021.  

Transportation services also resumed.  Substance use has increased notably in released clients and 

newly booked clients.  55% of newly booked detainees screen positive for an opioid use disorder during 

2021—up from 45-48% in 2019. 

The closure of the courts and the slowed pace of court hearing has frustrated many individuals 

who’s cases are being adjudicated much more slowly.  There were significantly less arrests during the 

pandemic, although these numbers have been climbing since the summer of 2021. 


