	Panel backs tethers for indigent prisoners
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	August 01, 2007 - The Oakland County Criminal Justice Coordinating Council (CJCC) recently approved a resolution recommending a two-year, $200,000 pilot program involving the tethering of indigent county jail inmates.

The program would give judges in select district courts another jail term sentencing alternative to help alleviate reoccurring inmate overcrowding problems at the county jail. Tethering is already an option, but the pilot program would help subsidize costs for inmates who can't afford participation in the existing tethering program.

"The idea is to reduce the length of stay in the jail, to get more beds freed up," said County Court Administrator and coordinating council member Kevin Oeffner. "But there are a number of issues that have to be addressed, such as funding and where it would come from."

Other logistics, such as signal transmittal, will also have to be worked out as the proposed program works it's way through the proper channels.

"(The coordinating council) at least approved the idea conceptually of developing a program to make greater use of the tethers," Oeffner said.

The current tethering program carries a $100 enrollment fee and a daily $20 charge paid solely by the offender. Inmates who can't afford those costs remain in the county jail.

Under the proposed pilot program, tethers would only be given to non-violent offenders who have already served 50 percent of their jail sentence. The impact of the program on jail overcrowding would be documented during the two-year period. The program could be expanded if the results are positive.

"We've been in favor of (an expanded) tether program," said Oakland County Sheriff Michael Bouchard. "But the devil is always in the details. For years, I've been encouraging a variety of tethering programs."

As the proposal moves forward, details on who will oversee the program and which body will have jurisdiction over the tethered offenders who violate terms of the program will be finalized.

The coordinating council's resolution has been forwarded to the Oakland County Board of Commissioners' Public Services Committee, chaired by lakes area County Commissioner Jeff Potter (R-Wixom, Walled Lake).

"We want to take a proactive approach in taking out some of the prisoners who have served over half their sentence, or who otherwise might need to be out on bond and can't make the bond, so that we don't get into these mandated (jail inmate) overcrowding emergencies where somebody outside of county government decides who stays and who goes," Potter said.

If the proposal makes it through the Public Services Committee, it could receive final review and a vote by the county Board of Commissioners.

"I'm very much interested in finding ways to have alternatives for non-violent offenders to free up (jail) bed space for violent offenders," Bouchard said.
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