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JAIL STUDY COMMITTEE OF THE TOMPKINS COUNTY LEGISLATURE

BACKGROUND
        As the population of Tompkins County continues to grow, Tompkins County has been unable to house in its existing Jail all of the prisoners committed to it by the judicial system.  For many years, the New York State Commission of Correction (COC) has granted variances from its regulations that have permitted the double bunking of 18 additional prisoners in cells that do not meet floor space requirements for two prisoners.  Even with the variances, because of overcrowding in the Jail, the County must also pay the expensive costs of transporting and boarding out some prisoners to jails in other counties. Often those boarded out prisoners are woman.  Boarded out prisoners are denied equal access to their families, and to assistance programs provided in Tompkins County.
     For more than a decade Tompkins County has made serious financial commitment to programs to reduce the number of prisoners in the Jail.  It has aggressively attacked some of the causes of increasing numbers of prisoners and has addressed the difficult problem of recidivism.  Some of the counties efforts include:
     1.  Funding for Opportunities, Alternatives, and Resources of Tompkins County (O.A.R.) , which provides prisoner assistance and services.  O.A.R. administers a bail fund supported by Tompkins County to bail out prisoners who are financially unable to meet low level bail amounts for certain low level crimes.
      2.   Three drug courts working to give those convicted of substance-abuse related crimes the opportunity to stay out of jail if they comply with their individualized programs designed to fight addictions or other kinds of problems.
     3.     A day reporting program to give judges a monitored program for convicted defendants short of committing them to jail.  The program is housed in a recently completed $1.5 million facility that adjoins the County Human Services Building. 
      4.     A Probation Department committed to providing alternative and assorted kinds of supervision to keep defendants out of jail.


-2-

   5.     Assigned counsel to defend those charged with crimes, and a defense counsel at first arraignment program that provides lawyers in court from the time of arrest.  This program has already resulted in more appearance tickets being issued at police discretion and fewer arraignments leading to incarceration than previously.
     6.  The Legislature has allocated a $100,000 to begin a jail reentry program to assist former prisoners find, housing, jobs, drug treatment, mental health services and other counseling programs.
     7.  The County and City of Ithaca are investigating a Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (LEAD) system similar to those in Albany and San Francisco.   The system would allow police officers the discretion to not automatically arrest defendants who commit low level crimes such as those that are drug related, but rather to direct them to professional assistance such as to find housing, drug treatment, family, and/or mental health counseling.    
     8.  As recently at this year, the Legislature authorized the capital expenditure to expand Jail capacity by building an outdoor recreation area at the Jail, and converting the indoor recreation area it replaced into a dormitory with seven additional beds.
     Statistics appear to show that although the jail has been operating with variances, double bunking has not proved unsafe for prisoners, and the numbers of prisoners has remained manageable.
MEETNG WITH AND SUBSEQUENT ACTIONS BY NEW YORK STATE COMMISSION OF CORRECTION
    In late July, County  Legislators, the County Administrator,  the Sheriff and the Jail Administrator met with staff members of the COC and explained County efforts to reduce the population  through alternative programs, and in particular the new reentry program.  The county representatives came away from the meeting believing that the Jail variances would be continued.  Contrary to that, however, within two weeks the Jail Administrator received a letter from the COC stating the variances were being revoked at the beginning of September and that the 18 extra bunks had to be removed from the cells by then.  This instantly reduced jail capacity by 18 beds and will require a huge increase in transportation and boarding out expenses to house prisoners in jails out of county.
    When Tompkins County studied increasing the number of cells at the jail a decade ago, those who were opposed argued that it would be less expensive to board out prisoners than to pay 
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building and debt service costs for expansion of the Jail and to also pay the cost of additional correction officers and others that would be needed to staff it. Although, with the help of the variances, that argument has borne out, at the mentioned meeting with the COC staff, the question was raised as to whether Tompkins County could address the overcrowding by simply boarding out excess prisoners instead of building new capacity.  The response was that the COC would not look favorably on boarding out as a long term solution to the County’s overcrowding problem.
COUNTY RESPONSES ALREADY UNDERWAY
   The County is proceeding to authorize and allocate money for two successive studies.  The first will be a socially focused study of the jail population and future projections taking into account the continuing and future efforts the County will make with its multiple Alternatives to Incarceration programs.  After that, there will be an architectural study of the Jail updating what was done a decade ago, particularly taking into account the results of the first study.
CREATION OF SPECIAL COMMITTEE AND ITS CHARGE
    To oversee the two studies,   to review and recommend to the full Legislature about how we should go forward to face overcrowding at the Jail, and to bring our facility up to compliance with COC regulations,  the County is appointing a special committee, to be known as the “Jail Study Committee.”  The committee shall meet as frequently as necessary and shall regularly report its progress at regular meetings of the Legislature.  The anticipated timeframe is for the committee to issue an interim report within three months and a final report within six months.
    The special committee shall consist for five Legislators appointed by the Chair of the Legislature who shall also designate the chair of the committee.  From the beginning it is expected and encouraged that the special committee will invite other critical players to meet and participate with the committee. Examples would be the Sheriff, Jail Administrator, O.A.R., Facilities, Probation and others in the discretion of the Special Committee.    
   The Special Committee’s task will be to educate itself as to the current condition of the jail and policies, as well as how to meet COC regulations.  It shall review the prior jail study report. It shall supervise the two new studies and review their reports.  It shall investigate costs and recommend on alternative methods to meet overcrowding at the jail including both programing and building, and the financial implications of those alternatives for county taxpayers. 
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     The Legislators assigned to the Jail Study Committee are:  
          
               RICHARD JOHN (Chair)
               MARTHA ROBERTSON
               DAVID McKENNA
               ANNA KELLES
               JAMES DENNIS

    County Legislators are well aware that jail issues are sensitive in our community.  Members of the Legislature may have preconceived views of how to address jail issues, but I am asking that all members of the special committee put any of that aside and enter into this study with open minds so as to be able to gather and send on to their colleagues the best possible information and recommendations.


Michael E. Lane, Chair
Tompkins County Legislature
August 17,  2016
