The overcrowded Oakland County Jail released
179 nonviolent offenders in August and is facing
another emergency.

Jail overcrowding spillsinmatesinto the streets
To make room, the state's county prisons have twoleviolent offenders out early.
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LANSING -- Michigan's county jail systemis |
increasingly at or exceeding its capacity, stranin
county resources and regularly freeing crlmlnals =
before their sentences are complete.

Three Metro Detroit county jails have released
prisoners early in the past two months. Oakland _fi'“
County released 179 in August and is facing anotis
emergency, and Macomb released 200 in July angs
more than 100 last month. Wayne County typicall
releases hundreds each month.

That means nonviolent criminals, including traffitenders and shoplifters, are returned to
the streets before judges planned. The overcrowalisg threatens to get worse, as no jail
expansions are planned in Metro Detroit in thedesable future. The problem is a national one;
94 percent of the nation's local jail beds weraupesd in mid-2004, the latest figures available
from the U.S. Department of Justice.

Concern goes beyond criminal justice officials émple such as David Easterbrook, a Troy
resident whose 18-year-old daughter, Ashley, wiesdkby a drunken driver in 1997.

"I have a lot of trust in our judges, but | heaoabearly releases because of jail overcrowding
and always fear the next person to be let outagithink driver, and that would be wrong," he
said. "Jail overcrowding is serious, but so idrgttriminals out on the street.”

Easterbrook has spent eight years working withgsdgourts and prosecutors to enforce
drunken driving laws. "I'll be watching to make suirunk drivers aren't some of them."

It's a growing problem with no immediate solutiooficials say.

"We all want criminals off the street, and we wolik& them to serve maximum sentences,”
Macomb County Sheriff Mark Hackel said. "Cops wiantake arrests, so they're doing their
best to get them off the streets and prosecutatgualyes are putting them behind bars."”




The vast majority of the 17,878 beds in Michig&@8scounty jail system are occupied by
prisoners awaiting trial or sentencing, or con\dobé lesser crimes that come with a year or less
of jail time. While the state's prison system iameapacity, 80 percent of county jails are at or
above capacity, and 40 percent are near or havardda jail overcrowding emergency,
according to estimates by Terrence L. Jungel, Xleewdive director of the Michigan Sheriffs'
Association.

"There's no room at the inn," he said.

Sheriffs say they could use some help solving thelpm. Many county jail prisoners are
substance abusers or mentally ill and would beebs#rved by programs other than jail, they
say. Some have asked judges to start considetieigalive sentences for nonviolent
misdemeanors, which would leave more room for thase commit offenses that call for
mandatory jail time: drunken drivers, spouse alsiaad those who don't pay their child support.

But Oakland County Sheriff Michael Bouchard says mmany crimes, including drunken
driving and domestic violence, now come with maadasentences that give judges little
latitude. But he says a bigger problem is causgddiyes sentencing offenders to jail and
bypassing alternative sentences.

"It comes down to judicial philosophy, and | undangl judges wanting people to do jail time,
especially repeaters,” he said. "But in some cdmest,camps, work release and even tethers
may be appropriate rather than taking up a bedentie jail."

On Friday, Bouchard sent letters to district judgesoss Oakland County asking them to
review the sentences applied to some lawbreakers@msider alternatives.

Hackel estimates that half of his inmates wouldefiefrom some form of mental health or
substance abuse programs. Closure of many stat@lnfessilities in the last two decades has left
those people with no place to go but jail.

"Addicts commit more crimes to get the money fargd," he said. "If we had appropriate
programs in place, or treatment for people oncg toene through the first time, maybe we
wouldn't have the recidivism rates we see."

Problem is statewide

The problem isn't limited to Metro Detroit. In Miigfan's northeastern Lower Peninsula, the
losco County Jail was also close to an overcrowdmgrgency recently, according to losco
County Sheriff Michael Fischer.

"I had to house out 10 prisoners this week to ognés," said Fischer of his 63-bed facility.
"We've been packed for quite a while. There's ¢dladding 60 beds, and we could use them."

Jungel notes how the Clinton County Jail recentljyamded because of overflowing cells, and
St. Clair County is to open a 350-bed additiondadie increases. Lenawee County also opened
a new jail.

Others faced with growing jail populations havéeen as lucky. Kalamazoo County recently
had a millage defeated that would have increaskdgpacity, and Allegan County decided to
take its jail expansion plan off the ballot thiswember.

"Voters are telling us to work with what we havéihgel said. "And that would indicate we
don't have room to accommodate overflow."

Some counties suffer from inadequate planning. Gamn€ounty Sheriff Bob Pickell says his
jail was too small before it was ever built. Lagiek it held 700 inmates; it has room for 580.

"It was built in 1988 to hold 388 prisoners, ancethweeks after we opened they were double
bunking,” Pickell said.



But increased capacity doesn't end overcrowding Weeks ago, the Oakland County Jalil
was at its 1,828-prisoner limit, not including ab@&00 more in temporary holding cells. Oakland
County budgeted $1.7 million last year to house@nérs to other county facilities and about
130 are locked up elsewhere at a rate of $35 a day.

Under a contract between the two counties, abdioithem go to Ingham County's 665-bed
facility each day, which amounts to about a $3,8atay income for that county. Another 90
Ingham beds are used by the state.

But at the same jail where those beds have besadea,200 inmates were given early release
this year to avoid overcrowding. Ingham Understéfeitthew Myers said capacity for the jalil
is 472 prisoners for Ingham, 103 for Oakland Couwamtgt 90 for the state.

"Overcrowding is constant, so we have a standidgrdirom court that once we are maxed
out seven days in a row we release people in flenviog order: ordinance violators, nonassault
types and those who are a few days from beinggettaMyers said.

Wayne Co. seeks alternatives

Wayne County Sheriff Warren Evans has been suadessstaving off such early releases of
felons since October 2003. Jerial Heard, chiefit$ said early releases at the Hamtramck jail
facility, where violators charged with less sericumes are held, occur almost daily. There
were 4,173 such early releases in 2004, Heard cfeh of traffic offenders and shoplifters.

Heard said two jails -- an 836-capacity jail in Hemmck for misdemeanors and ordinance
violators and a 1,889-inmate downtown jail for pedtdefendants and more serious offenders --
now comprise the Wayne County Jail system. Oneqgsapvould have a new criminal justice
complex that would replace both jails and builceavrone capable of housing 2,667 inmates.

Heard says Wayne County is looking into jail optiomcluding Global Positioning System
tethers for inmates. The program could include exad nonviolent felons who qualify for the
program. Currently about 50 such devices, whichitooan inmate's location, are in use. Heard
said the hope is to have the program expandedaiat @90 inmates.

New facilitiesarefar off

Macomb County Jail inmates like John Banks, 2&)etiroit said chronic overcrowding has
resulted in three men kept in a one-man cell, doa&eping on mats or a gymnasium floor
inside a spider-infested jail that often runs dublankets, clothes and food for inmates.

"It's overcrowded there like you wouldn't believsedid Banks, arrested for driving on a
suspended license. "There's not enough food socthteservings in half or water them down so
you get half of what you should. They run out ahlls, so prisoners use the water fountain."

Hackel acknowledged overcrowding had left some stemshort supply.

"The solution would always seem to be more jagsjtd Hackel. "But even if we had approval
and the funds to do it in Macomb, the solution wicstill be years away.

It will take three or four years to design and ¢ong any new facility here."

You can reach Mike Martindale at (248) 647-7226 or mmartindal e@detnews.com



