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sheriff@co.champaign.il.us 
 
Sent by e-mail  
 
January 8, 2019 
 
Re: Proposed Jail Renovation 
 
Human Rights Watch is an international non-profit organization dedicated to 
documenting and exposing human rights violations and advocating for 
accountability and reforms throughout the world.  Our US Program has 
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found disregard for fundamental human rights in many aspects of the US 
criminal legal system.  One significant problem we have documented has 
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been the resort to criminalization and jailing as a response to problems of 
poverty, homelessness, mental illness, and substance abuse.  We have 
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found that this criminalization is most frequently and harmfully targeted at 
black and brown people, contributing to racial injustice throughout the 
country.  
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We understand that the government of Champaign County, Illinois is 
considering shutting down an existing jail, but expanding and renovating 
another jail at considerable expense,  despite steadily decreasing jail 
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populations in recent years.  Investing scarce public resources on jails, 
6

even supposedly “modernized” jails, redoubles this criminalization strategy 
and detracts from investment in community-based programs and economic 
development that more directly address societal problems that undermine 
public safety.   
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The Champaign County Community Justice Task Force, in a 2013 report, 
recommended the county undertake a variety of initiatives that would 
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reduce the need for jail beds and help keep people out of custody.  They recommended funding 
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comprehensive re-entry programs for people returning from prison; mental health and drug 
treatment services; expanding options for sentences, including restorative justice programs that 
promote rehabilitation, reconciliation with victims, and actions in and for the community, over 
jailing, and reforming the pretrial system to reduce the rate of pretrial incarceration.  
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Implementing these types of programs would promote community safety without excessive 
reliance on jails and prisons. 
 
In our recent report on policing in Tulsa, Oklahoma, we found, for example, that the city lacked 
adequate mental health services and support for a substantial population with mental health 
conditions. Instead, the city relied on police, often resulting in force, arrest and jailing. 
Advocates and even many within law enforcement realize that police are not necessarily the 
best response for people in crisis and that mental health should generally not be treated as a 
law enforcement issue, except in certain specific instances.  We called for improvement in the 
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mental health system, instead of more law enforcement.   
11

 
The Community Justice Task Force similarly found that the large number of people in the 
Champaign County jail with serious mental health conditions was a substantial problem, 
resulting in suffering for those in need of treatment and support, but also draining staff 
resources and increasing likelihood of re-offense.  The report implied that Champaign County 
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lacks sufficient mental health services and supports, recommending various interventions to 
reduce the number of people with serious mental health conditions placed in jail.  Human 
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Rights Watch recommends investing in improving community support and care for people with 
mental health conditions, rather than jailing them. 
 
Similarly, in documenting problems with the US criminal legal system for decades, we found that 
much crime results from poverty, homelessness, and substance abuse.  We recommend 
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investment in community economic development programs, affordable housing, including 
housing with services, and community-based substance abuse treatment, rather than 
addressing these problems through policing and jailing.  
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A large proportion of county jail populations, in general, are people incarcerated pretrial, mostly 
held because they cannot afford to pay bail. The Community Justice Task Force found that as 
many as 80 percent of Champaign County jail prisoners were being held pretrial.  Human 
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Rights Watch has found that many  pretrial incarceration practices were unfair, harmful and 
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discriminatory towards poor people.  It is also largely unnecessary.  We have advocated for 
17 18

reforms in pretrial systems across the country, including in Illinois, that preserve the legal 
presumption of innocence by drastically lowering rates of pretrial incarceration.  County leaders 
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should reconsider investing public money in a jail as the state of Illinois moves forward with 
pretrial reform that should lower jail populations. 
 
Los Angeles County, California recently faced a decision similar to that which now confronts 
Champaign County. They have an aging jail that is considered unsafe; they have a large 
population of prisoners with mental health conditions and lack capacity to care for them.  
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However, Los Angeles chose not to build a new, modernized jail with specialized housing for 
people with mental health conditions. Instead, they chose to redirect that money into a 
comprehensive “alternatives to incarceration” approach, including considering how to invest in 
communities to provide services and meet needs without criminalization.  Los Angeles County 
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provides a model for Champaign County to follow.  
 
Governments should promote economic development and improve the availability of services, 
like affordable housing and mental health care and support for people returning from prison, that 
will address some of the root causes of crime, instead of making policing and jails the default 
response to so many societal problems. Human Rights Watch urges you to consider investing in 
communities instead of in jails. 
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