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U.S. to pay damages over detainee's cancer death 
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The federal government agreed Thursday to pay $1.95 million to the 
family of an illegal immigrant who died of penile cancer that went 
untreated during more than a year in state and federal custody. 

The government had earlier admitted negligence in Francisco 
Castaneda's death in 2008. In a separate lawsuit, a Los Angeles jury 
in November found California prison doctors partly to blame for 
Castaneda's death and awarded $1.73 million in damages against 
the state, a verdict that the state is appealing. 

Castaneda entered the United States with his mother in 1982, at age 10, after fleeing war-torn El Salvador. He was 
convicted in 2005 of possessing methamphetamine and spent about four months in state prison, then was held in 
federal detention centers for more than eight months while the government moved to deport him and he applied for 
political asylum. 

According to the lawsuit he filed before his death, a doctor noticed a growth on his penis in 2005, when Castaneda was 
in state custody, and requested a biopsy that was never conducted. 

Multiple lesions developed and his pain increased after he was transferred to federal custody, but doctors and 
immigration officials provided only pain pills and a clean pair of boxer shorts each day, the family's lawyers said. They 
said a doctor ordered a biopsy in January 2007, but the immigration agency instead released Castaneda 11 days later. 

He underwent a biopsy and amputation of his penis in a Los Angeles County hospital, and later testified to a 
congressional committee about health care in immigrant detention centers. He died in his Los Angeles-area home in 
February 2008 at age 36. 

Lawyers for Castaneda's daughter and his estate said the government, partly in response to their lawsuit, has taken 
steps to improve care for the 300,000 immigrants it holds in its detention centers for possible deportation each year. 

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which runs the detention centers, said those improvements include 
allowing detainees' doctors to make treatment decisions without awaiting approval from headquarters. 

The agency issued a statement Thursday saying it "deeply regrets that Mr. Castaneda's cancer was not diagnosed and 
treated in a timely manner." Changes in its health care system "substantially reduce the likelihood of such occurrences 
in the future," the agency said. 

Attorney Adele Kimmel of Public Justice, a nonprofit that acted as co-counsel for Castaneda's family, said the family "is 
taking some comfort in knowing that his ordeal has made a difference." 

E-mail Bob Egelko at begelko@sfchronicle.com. 
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