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Jail Lawsuit Update

9/11/06

As a preamble for the new commissioners, County Attorney David Myers explained that the county has been dealing with the jail lawsuit issue since Jan 05. “It could take an hour just to get you up to speed,” he said.  “But the short version is that there is a class action lawsuit against the county for inhumane treatment in the jail requiring the county to bring the jail up to constitutional standards. The primary issue is overcrowding.”  Mr. Myers described 3 pretrial conferences with Federal Judge Jarvis, the last one on 8/23/06.  The judge was not pleased with lack of progress on this issue and “he spoke to us pretty straightforward,” Mr. Myers reported.  The judge wanted to know why the county had not put the project out for bid yet and he is requesting that the Chairman of the Budget and Finance Committee Stanley Boles, Mayor Larry Lay and Sheriff Loy go before him on October 12 to explain why. 

Apparently progress has been slow because the original contract for the jail renovation was with architect and project manager Grant Tharp and his employer Barge, Waggoner, Sumner & Cannon (BWSC).  Mr. Grant recently left BWSC and is now employed by Cope and Associates.  The county had to decide whether to stay with the company they had chosen (after receiving bids from three competing companies in June 2005), or stay with project manager Mr. Tharp.  Commissioners previously voted to renovate the existing jail rather than build a new one. Mr. Myers indicated that the jail is going to be expensive with a renovation estimate of $1,110,000. The most pressing issue is to get the completed design on paper and advertise it for bid.

Grant Tharp stated that he has been working on various aspects of this project for many months.  There are three parts to consider: being compliant with the fire code, American with disabilities considerations and the constitutional rights of inmates.  It is not clear just how Judge Jarvis will interpret the latter.  Mr. Tharp stated that some progress has been made.  The UT Agricultural office has relocated from the building and that space will be utilized for additional male beds. A lot of the renovation cost will be due to bringing an old building up to current fire code. 

Commissioner Doyle Welch asked how many additional beds there would be and Mr. Tharp was reluctant to give him a firm number. “This renovation will provide space for additional beds, “ he said.  “But how many beds the county wants to put in is completely up to the county - and Union County will put in more beds than the Tennessee Corrections Institute (TCI) will certify.” There are presently 36 in the present jail.  He indicated that if the county adhered to TCI standards “you could add 20 males and 8 females for a total of 64 beds. But it is up to the county.”  Per Sheriff Loy, there are 39 prisoners in the jail on this day.   Attorney Myers told the group that the renovated jail will satisfy constitutional standards and that it is not necessary to meet TCI standards.  Commissioner Greg Davis asked Mr. Myers if this would satisfy Judge Jarvis and Mr. Myers responded, “I have no idea.  Mr. Duffy (attorney defending Union County in this lawsuit) says it will”.  Commissioner Dean Hill asked Mr. Tharp how much money has the county spent on this project so far and Mr. Tharp replied that it was around $1000.

Charlie Cox said  “If we renovate this jail and in a couple of years turn around and have to build a new one we might as well go ahead and build a new one now”. A new jail will cost the county between 3-3.5 million dollars.  A jail with a justice center would run somewhere between 6-7 million.  A new jail would meet TCI standards and would probably get state certified.  Larry Lay informed the group that if they do away with the present plan and start over, the county will really get into trouble with the Federal courts.  The vote to terminate contract Barge, Waggoner, Sumner & Cannon was unanimous.  The vote to enter into the same contract (with the same cost and fees) with Cope + Associates was unanimous.

