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AD HOC UPDATE REGARDING THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY SHERIFF’S
DEPARTMENT’S EFFORTS TO MITIGATE EXPOSURE TO THE CORONAVIRUS
(COVID-19) PANDEMIC WITHIN THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY JAILS.

The Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department operates one of the largest jail facilities in
the world. While individuals are in custody, the Sheriff's Department has a constitutional
and moral obligation to keep them safe.

COVID-19 spreads most readily in indoor, poorly ventilated settings, where people are in
close proximity to one another and without adequate personal protective equipment like
masks, gloves, soap, and hand sanitizer. According to the Centers for Disease Control,
“[ilncarcerated/detained persons live, work, eat, study, and recreate within congregate
environments, heightening the potential for COVID-19 to spread once introduced.” In
short, jails are an optimal setting for the uncontrolled spread of coronavirus.

To curb the spread of COVID-19 in congregate environments such as jails and prisons,
the CDC has issued a series of recommendations to law enforcement agencies across
the country. The CDC recommends that agencies responsible for jails and prisons ensure
“operational preparedness,” including communication with state and local partners, re-
view existing policies regarding infectious diseases, identify alternatives to in-person ju-
dicial proceedings, and establish protocols for the provision of medical care, isolation of
sick patients and quarantine for individuals exposed to coronavirus. In addition, the CDC
recommends that facilities adopt social distancing guidelines and “ensure that sufficient
stocks of hygiene supplies, cleaning supplies, [personal protective equipment] (PPE), and
medical supplies (consistent with the healthcare capabilities of the facility) are on hand
and available.”

In April 2020, Chair Patti Giggans created an Ad Hoc Committee (Committee) on Coro-
navirus (COVID-19). The Ad Hoc Committee is comprised of Lael Rubin (Chair), James
P. Harris, Sean Kennedy, and Priscilla Ocen. The COVID-19 Ad Hoc Committee was
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formed to examine Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department’s (LASD) efforts to miti-
gate exposure to the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic within L.A. County jails, its ad-
herence to CDC guidelines, and to identify problematic issues that need to be resolved.
The Committee heard from the following stakeholders on their efforts to assist in man-
aging the spread of COVID-19: Assistant Sheriff Bruce Chase of the Los Angeles Sher-
iffs Department (LASD), Dr. Cheryl Grills of the Sybil Brand Commission (SBC), Dr.
Muntu Davis of the Department of Public Health (DPH) as well as representatives from
Correctional Health Services (CHS), the Professional Peace Officers Association, Los
Angeles County District Attorney’s Office, the Public Defender, incarcerated individuals,
and community members.

Status of COVID-19 in the L.A. County Jail Population

Approximately 12,000 people are currently in L.A. County jail facilities. To date, 2,949
individuals held in jail facilities have tested positive (both symptomatic and asymptomatic)
for COVID-19. As of September 8, 2020, 63 people are in isolation, and another 1,561
are in quarantine. Six persons have died in custody since the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, who tested positive for COVID-19, although it has not been determined
whether COVID-19 was the cause of death.

Coordination between LASD and Correctional Health Services

CHS and LASD appear to work collaboratively on significant aspects of COVID-19 oper-
ations. LASD Custody Operations executive staff and CHS management meet periodi-
cally to discuss policies, inmate housing, inmate population, health services, and testing
issues. CHS and LASD have coordinated to ensure that every person entering a jail
facility is subject to a temperature check, and COVID-19 signage is visible in common
areas.

According to LASD representatives, Correctional Health Services staff are primarily re-
sponsible for screening, testing, and assessing individuals in custody for COVID-19:

If an inmate is suspected of having coronavirus, they will be assessed by Correc-
tional Health Services medical staff who make the determination of appropriate
quarantine housing. A surgical mask will be placed on the inmate, and staff will
follow proper Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) guidelines provided by the
Center for Disease Control (CDC).

LASD reports that staff then ensure that the recommendations of CHS staff are imple-
mented.
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COVID-19 Testing of People in Custody and Staff

As of April 30, 2020, CHS screened and offered COVID-19 tests to all individuals in the
L.A. County jails at the Reception Centers, which are the point-of-entry into the jails for
new arrestees. To date, CHS has tested more than 10,000 people in custody. A full
round of all L.A. County jails testing was completed on June 10, 2020. Another round of
testing has yet to be announced.

Community members and public defenders, however, argue that the testing protocols in
place are insufficient. For example, they argue that individuals who decline to take a
COVID-19 test at intake have difficulty accessing testing once processed. In addition,
individuals are not retested or isolated when they exit and return to facilities from court
appearances. Individuals are not retested upon release from isolation when symptoms
stop, or they go 14 days without symptoms. According to CHS, people in custody are
not tested prior to release into the community, which endangers public health.

Regarding deputies and custody assistants, testing is not mandatory. Instead, staff are
encouraged to stay home if they are feeling ill and may be referred to an outside entity
for testing voluntarily.

Face Masks in L.A. County Jail Facilities

According to LASD’s policy manual, all employees are required to wear a face-covering
when interacting with inmates, the public, or employees. All jail facility personnel are
required to wear a cloth mask while inside a facility. LASD acquired cloth masks from a
local vendor and distributed them to all custody line staff. Custody staff were also issued
N95 respirator masks at the onset of the outbreak. New N95 masks continue to be
issued as needed. In addition to the face masks provided to staff, Custody Operations
facilitated the production of cloth masks for inmates by Century Regional Detention
Facility (CDRF) and North County Correctional Facility (NCCF) vocational shops. These
cloth masks, as well as dust masks and/or surgical masks, are provided to each
inmate within the L.A. County jail system. New masks for inmates are replenished as
needed. Inmates, how-ever, are not required to wear masks in common areas.

It is unclear whether individuals are complying with LASD’s mandatory mask policy. Dur-
ing an unannounced visit to several LASD facilities, members of the Sybil Brand Com-
mission reported that individuals in custody were not wearing masks. At times staff was
observed without a mask.


https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2020/07/01/how-covid-19-in-jails-and-prisons-threatens-nearby-communities
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Given the fact that COVID-19 can be spread by respiratory droplets and aerosols that can
linger in the air for hours, the inconsistent use of masks is profoundly troubling and dan-
gerous.

Transporting Inmates to and from Court

The Committee heard from the Los Angeles County Public Defenders office who ex-
pressed concerns on how inmates are being brought to the Court that are in quarantine
and/or have been tested but have no results of those tests. If test results are positive,
they should not be transported to Court for any reason. It was stated that LASD personnel
need to proactively provide masks to inmates in courthouse lock-ups who profess to have
no mask. More importantly, LASD personnel need to lead by example by always, con-
sistently wearing their own masks.

On August 6, 2020, the Committee submitted a letter to the Superior Court of California,
County of Los Angeles Presiding Judge Kevin C. Brazile, and Supervising Judge of the
Criminal Division, Sam Ohta.” The letter raised concerns on how deputy sheriffs are
unable to maintain the recommended social distancing protocols during the transport and
temporary housing of in-custody inmates in courtroom lock-ups. The Committee asked
the Court if video arraignments from local L.A. County jail facilities will be available in the
near future to remedy this critical health risk, which will reduce the spread of the virus
during transport and the close quarters of the holding cells.

On August 25, Presiding Judge Kevin C. Brazile provided a written response to the Com-
mittee outlining the steps the Court has implemented to their day to day operations.? The
main point of reference in the letter was how the courts launched a program to conduct
arraignments via video, the latest in a series of actions to reduce traffic in the Los Angeles
County courthouses. The program will provide approximately 250 criminal courtrooms
with the ability for remote appearances with the consent of the defendant. Among other
things, defendants have the right to be physically present in Court for the proceedings on
their case. They must give consent to any remote proceeding, such as arraignment or
preliminary hearing. See Emergency California Rules of Court (CRC), Rule 3 and 5. The
launch of video arraignments aims to cut down on inmates’ transfers and promote social
distancing as concerns continue to mount over how quickly the virus can spread in con-
fined spaces.

' See Committee letter to court, August 6, 2020, attached hereto as exhibit 1.
2 See Superior Court of California, County of Los Angeles response letter to Committee, August 25, 2020, attached
hereto as exhibit 2.


https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/09/health/virus-aerosols-who.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nythealth
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In April 2020, the Court reduced inmates’ transportation and lock-up demands by devel-
oping and implementing remote video arraignments from 13 Sheriff sub-stations and 24
local police department stations throughout the County of Los Angeles.

The letter further stated how LASD has also negotiated with GTL (County contracted
phone provider) to create a new communication system where criminal defense counsel
may use an online portal to schedule appointments to speak with their incarcerated clients
over the phone in a confidential setting. Inmates may use any jail phone to call their
counsel at the scheduled time. This may reduce daily court transportation.

Although we acknowledge and applaud the efforts of the Superior Court to address the
issues involving virtual court appearances, much more needs to be done. Video arraign-
ment is the tip of the iceberg. The county must determine how to conduct virtual court
proceedings for all types of court appearances. Video capacity at sheriff and police sta-
tions does not address the larger issue of the transporting of approximately 300-500 indi-
viduals daily to the various courthouses within Los Angeles County.

We recognize this is not, exclusively, the responsibility of the Superior Court. All justice
partners need to collaboratively determine how to achieve a virtual court appearance
while protecting the rights of the defendants. Los Angeles County should become the
leader for this timely and secure method of administering timely court proceedings that
preserve the public health of all participants.

Physical Distancing

In addition to masks, social distancing (at a minimum of 6 feet) is critical to halting the
transmission of COVID-19. The physical layout, combined with the size of the jail popu-
lation, makes social distancing virtually impossible. In several reports, the Office of the
Inspector General highlighted the structural issues within the jails that prevent social dis-
tancing, such as bunk beds, which are bolted to the floor and in close proximity to each
other.

Members of SBC expressed similar concerns. During a May 30, 2020 visit to Twin Tow-
ers, SBC members observed the following:

“Modules were visibly crowded due to the placement of cots in the dayroom
resulting in beds no more than 2 feet away from one another. Crowded in
between the beds were a number of inmates in wheelchairs. Alternating
head to foot does not address the lack of social distancing. Only two in-
mates were wearing masks. Beds were placed in the day room because of
lack of access to stairs for those in wheelchairs (although module A con-
tained an elevator to the upstairs cells).”
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In addition to these challenges at Twin Towers, SBC members noted that triple bunks at
NCCF prevented social distancing in the dorms, while a dialysis dorm at the Men’s Central
Jail had insufficient protocols to protect vulnerable inmates.

In response to the concerns raised by the OIG and SBC members, LASD has instructed
individuals in custody to sleep “head to foot” in dorm settings and when in multi-person
cells with bunkbeds.

Hygiene and Sanitation Practices

In addition to masks and social distancing, the CDC recommends that individuals in cus-
todial settings practice frequent hand washing and disinfecting of surfaces in common
areas. LASD reports that sanitation efforts were enhanced at each facility by adding work
crews to clean and disinfect high traffic and high touch areas and entry/exit points. Alco-
hol-based hand sanitizers were added to facilities near doors, elevators, and check-in-
areas. Additional hygiene products were given to inmate work crews to clean high traffic
areas.

Like the mask policy, there appears to be a lack of consistency with regard to LASD’s
stated policy and actual hygiene practices. On the one hand, at many facilities examined
by SBC, there was no cleaning schedule posted. Moreover, while incarcerated individu-
als were asked to clean their own living spaces, they were not given sufficient cleaning
materials to clean their areas daily. At CRDF, members of SBC report that Trustees
performing a deep cleaning of jail facilities were not provided with a change of clothes
due to a shortage of clothing. SBC also noted in several reports that Trustees often move
between quarantined areas, which can result in cross-contamination and a broader
spread of the virus within facilities. During COC public comment, community members
reported that individuals in custody do not have enough soap or a safe way to dry their
hands, and showers are unsanitary within close quarters with no air ventilation.

On the other hand, SBC observed a rigorous cleaning process employed by staff at TTCF.
There, deputies supervise cleaning (rather than inmates). Trustees are specially trained
on COVID-19 cleaning protocols and given adequate personal protective equipment.
Trustees are supervised by a deputy when moving between modules. Trustees receive
clean clothing after sanitizing modules. To date, none of the trustees have contracted the
virus.

We encourage LASD to ensure uniformity of hygiene practices across facilities and to
adopt the practices used at TTCF at all county facilities.
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Use of Quarantine and Isolation

Per CDC guidelines, the Department of Public Health has recommended aggressive use
of isolation and containment to prevent the spread of COVID-19.2 In line with this guid-
ance, LASD places individuals who test positive (or who are suspected to be positive) for
COVID-19 in isolation*, while those who have been exposed to COVID-19 are placed in
quarantine®. While individuals in isolation are generally placed in single cells, those in
quarantine continue to be held in pods with many others due to overcrowding in many
facilities. This practice may lead to individuals who are (pre-symptomatic or asympto-
matic) positive interacting with others and transmitting the virus.

The Committee also made a note of instances when deputies and custody staff deviated
from quarantine and isolation protocols. For example, SBC reports that at CRDF, the
women’s jail, deputies move between quarantined and non-quarantined areas without
taking precautions. On another occasion, SBC reported instances in which individuals
who tested positive for COVID-19 were inadvertently placed in quarantined modules.

These lapses also occur with respect to jail Trustees. SBC also documented complaints
from Trustees who cook and clean at CDRF. The Trustees reported that they are required
to move between quarantined areas to non-quarantined areas to clean without adequate
precautions, which made the Trustees feel unsafe. At NCCF, SBC noted that some quar-
antined dorms were not being cleaned at all.

There are, however, difficulties in striking a balance between allowing freedom of move-
ment and limiting the spread of the coronavirus. This tension was made clear by mem-
bers of the Youth Justice Coalition, who complained that some inmates were on 24-hour
lockdown. SBC received complaints from people housed at CRDF who reported feeling
like COVID-19 isolation was punishment as they were housed alone, not given adequate
medical support nor a change of clothes for days. Others at CRDF in quarantine com-
plained that they only had access to showers every 2-3 days and were not given hygiene
kits. Moreover, because access to day rooms has been strictly limited, individuals com-
plained that they do not receive any programming, and they have difficulty making phone
calls.

3 See memorandum from Los Angeles County Health Officer Dr. Mutu Davis to Board of Supervisors, April 24, 2020,
attached hereto as Exhibit 3.

4 According to the Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department website, “[i]solation is designated for individuals who have
a temperature of 100.4 or higher or are exhibiting certain flu-like symptoms consistent with an upper respiratory infec-
tion. All patients in isolation and under observation have either tested positive or have been tested pending results.”

5 Quarantine is “designated for individuals who have had close contact with a PUI or a positive patient.”
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Policies and Signage

The ad hoc members received current policies and procedures related to COVID-19 from
LASD, which includes protocols on hand hygiene, Personal Protective Equipment, isola-
tion, quarantine, and visitation. Videos were developed by Custody Training and Stand-
ards Bureau to educate staff and inmates about COVID-19. The videos address subjects
such as social distancing, proper hand washing techniques, proper use of PPE, and the
importance of sanitation in work and living areas throughout the jails.

Other Concerns

Members of SBC recorded a number of complaints about the medical response to non-
COVID related care. For example, individuals housed at TTCF and CRDF reported that
requests for medical care for serious conditions have been delayed or outright ignored.
The individual reported requesting a grievance form but not being given a pencil to fill out
the form.

LASD Population Reduction Efforts

Since the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, LASD, in collaboration with the Los Angeles
County District Attorney’s Office, the Los Angeles County Public Defender’s Office, and
the courts, have worked together to reduce the jail population by 6,000 people. On June
2, 2020, the total jail population was 12,026. It was as low as 11,765 on May 1, 2020,
marking the first time in decades that the L.A. County jail system’s population was lower
than the capacity assigned by the Board of State and Community Corrections. Currently,
the jail population is down 32% from before the pandemic after many low-level offenders
were released to prevent the virus from spreading. According to LASD’s COVID-19 pol-
icy manual, their population reduction efforts were achieved based on the following:

o0 Zero-dollar bail — on April 13, 2020, the Judicial Council of California in-
voked emergency powers to temporarily eliminate bail for individuals ar-
rested and charged with low-level offenses as part of a continuing effort to
slow the influx of inmates and a potential likelihood of a COVID-19 outbreak.
The Judicial Council ended the statewide emergency order on June 20,
2020.

o AB 109 Releases — the Department has accelerated releases for inmates
up to 30 days prior to the completion of their sentences, with approval of the
Presiding Judge of the Superior Court, under the statutory authority of Cal-
ifornia Penal Code section 4024.1.


https://lasd.org/covid19updates/#custody_releases
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0 Vulnerable population - the Department is working with Correctional Health
Services and other justice partners to identify individuals such as pregnant
females, those over 65 years old, and medical “high risk” whose charges or
current level would preclude them from release as a better alternative to
remaining in jail.

While LASD’s progress on jail population reduction is laudable, the Committee is con-
cerned that the population has plateaued, and population reduction efforts have stag-
nated. SBC also documented complaints from Trustees who feared that they were

not being released (despite their eligibility) due to their status as “essential workers.”

Population Reduction Efforts by the Office of Diversion and Reentry and the Los
Angeles District Attorney’s Office

The Office of Diversion and Reentry (ODR) is supportive of the efforts made by the justice
partners over the past months to safely reduce jail populations to reduce their risk of
exposure to COVID-19.

These efforts were initially focused on the pretrial population; however, ODR, with the
assistance of Correctional Health Services (Department of Health Service or CHS), also
compiled an initial list of 1,618 people in custody who were identified as most medically
fragile. Medically fragile individuals include individuals with HIV/AIDS, pregnant women,
those over 65, individuals in the medical/hospital sections of the jail, and individuals with
significant mental health issues.

After some initial difficulty with the release coordination, the Court and other justice part-
ners are now working collaboratively to improve the rate at which ODR can provide ser-
vices to vulnerable patients leaving the jail, without delaying any releases. ODR has since
made great efforts to coordinate with its health, justice, and community-based partners to
be involved in the rapid release so that vulnerable persons with major mental and/or phys-
ical health disorders are not released to the streets without any services or treatment.

In addition to the efforts undertaken by ODR, beginning on March 20, 2020, the Los An-
geles District Attorney’s Office (LADA) began the process of reviewing multiple lists of
inmates eligible for release provided by LASD. LASD requested LADA to consider the
release of inmates placed on the lists to reduce the population inside the county jails.
One list contained the names of roughly 2,000 individuals who were eligible for release
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under California’s zero bail policy. LADA agreed to the release of 275 individuals from
that list.® LADA reviewed cases of inmates whom LASD identified as medically fragile, 60
years old and older, and those with non-serious or non-violent pending cases. The list
contained approximately 3,500 names, and the review process remains ongoing. As of
this writing, LADA agreed to release 894 inmates. Due to the volume of cases, deputy
district attorneys were recruited to assist with case review of the individuals designated
as eligible for early release by LASD. Although the review criteria are not entirely clear,
LADA reports that each individual on the list was assessed by impact on the community,
the totality of the circumstances, including the severity of the crime, the severity of any
injuries, whether the accused used a weapon, and the type of weapon used. Many cases
were reviewed electronically, utilizing LADA’s case management database. While the ad
hoc committee understands the need for LADA review, we are concerned the process
has taken too long, and it is unclear how the criteria being used to evaluate candidates
for release are weighed.

LADA is currently collaborating with the Public Defender’s Office identifying inmates
who have 90 days or less on their sentence to determine whether their sentence should
be reduced. LADA has urged defense counsel to notify their office regarding any in-
mate who has a medical issue and is particularly vulnerable.

Ad Hoc Action Items
Population Reduction

Given the challenges posed by the inability to socially distance, inconsistent mask usage,
and poor hygiene in the jails, county justice partners must aggressively move to reduce
the jail population further.

Monitor Ongoing Issues

The Committee will continue to keep the Commission updated on developments related
to necessary and appropriate measures to prevent and control the spread of COVID-19
in the jails.

6 See Letter to Lael Rubin from Sergio Gonzalez, Assistant District Attorney, May 18, 2020, attached hereto as Ex-
hibit 4.
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Collaborate with LASD, CHS, and SBC

The Committee will continue to collaborate with LASD, CHS, and the SBC to safeguard
the management of COVID-19 inside the L.A. County Jails.

Social Distancing

LASD should ensure social distancing guidelines from the federal Center for Disease
Control Prevention for physical distancing and testing in correctional facilities are en-
forced inside all county jail facilities, specifically the Correctional Treatment Center, peo-
ple who are immunocompromised, the K6G unit, and the Old Man dorm in Men’s Central
Jail.

Hygiene and Sanitation Measures

LASD should continue to assess the adequacy of sanitation and healthy hygiene prac-
tices at facilities. Ensure adequate hygiene supplies and essentials are available to all
inmates to slow the spread of COVID-19. Increase the frequency of laundry for clothes,
towels, and linens. Have a consistent cleaning schedule for staff and incarcerated peo-

ple.
COVID-19 Testing

LASD should continue to advocate for system-wide testing and broadening the screening
and testing criteria for COVID-19 to detect persons with early, mild, or atypical disease
presentations. Ensure free testing is readily available for any inmate or staff member who
shows symptoms or fears they may have been exposed. Ensure that inmates are tested
upon release from custody.

Improved Tracking/Tracing Capabilities in Facilities

LASD should adopt a mechanism for tracking the status of individuals and modules in line
with SBC recommendations.’

7 At one visit to Twin Towers, SBC members noted the following:

Cell by cell COVID status signage was clearly visible and very informative. This is the result of the
initiative taken by Deputy Trinh. He set up a whiteboard detailing relevant COVID information for the
entire module and placed information sheets on each pod indicating the pods status, when they were
placed on quarantine/restriction, and any special instructions relevant to that pod. This was the best
designed and most informative signage observed across all inspection to date. It is worth exploring
its use in other facilities.
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Transportation to Court

LASD should reduce the number of in-person court appearances for non-essential mat-
ters and low-level cases. Push for efforts to accelerate the implementation of video ar-
raignment. This will mitigate potential exposure to a currently large number of individuals
(reportedly 300 to 500 daily) who are transported to and from the Court. This presents a
significant threat to infection control among inmates and staff.

CONCLUSION

Since April 2020, the COVID-19 Ad Hoc Committee has gathered extensive information
from LASD and other stakeholders about efforts to control and mitigate the spread of
Covid-19 in Los Angeles County Jail.

As has been discussed above, there has been some success, but much more must be
done. The failure to provide uniform procedures and protocols throughout the jail sys-
tem leading to disparate results must not continue.

Testing of inmates must continue, including testing of inmates when they are released
into the community. Greater coordination between LASD and the Courts to expand and
enhance video arraignments with the defendant’s consent will reduce inmate transporta-
tion and its attendant risks. The Ad Hoc Committee will continue to monitor Covid-19 in
the Los Angeles County Jail.



















































































