My Thoughts on County Facility Needs and Plans
And MY Comments in red on These Thoughts 

(Ken@Fulgione.net  330 Lincoln Ave. Eau Claire)
February 23, 2008

Gregg Moore

Eau Claire County Board Supervisor – District 17

428 E. Tyler Ave.

Eau Claire, WI  54701

715-832-7109

gregg.moore17@gmail.com
At the corner of Lake Street and Oxford Avenue, the sign reads, “Eau Claire County Government Center.”  Housed in the Government Center facility that fills the block bordered by Second Ave., West Grand Ave., Oxford Ave. and Lake Street are the courthouse, jail, joint law enforcement center (city police and count sheriff) and other county offices.  The courthouse and jail have been located on this site since 1873 (before 1952, the jail had been located on the north end of the county’s Oxford parking lot at the corner of Oxford and West Grand).

The original county courthouse was located in what is now known as Wilson Park……. And the library is now city hall and there was a little Norwegian house over by the hospital that ha been moved to someplace else in the city.  


For the past five years, county facility planning has been a major policy item for the County Board.   Elected officials, staff, citizens and consultants have devoted a great deal of time to assessing facility needs, studying the options, and making recommendations for meeting both the short-term and long-term needs of Eau Claire County and, in certain service areas, the City of Eau Claire.  The city currently leases space in the Eau Claire County Government Center for the Police Department, Communications Center and City-County Health Department.

The real question to be asked …. >>> Is the current space remaining around the courthouse, jail and government facilities adequate for long term needs?  If it is not …. do we want to continue down this path to the degradation of the neighborhood and take actions contrary to the current thinking of the city as to how we want to protect and make better use of our city riverfronts.???  Or should we begin the migration and separation now?.  The public and the city where never asked for comment and dialog nor was the City’s award winning comprehensive plan taken seriously.

Since 1991, numerous studies have been conducted that have consistently shown that, among other space needs, the law enforcement center needs much more space and the current jail is extremely inadequate and poses significant liability risks for the county. Some of the findings in the 2003 State of Wisconsin Jail Inspection Report were:

1. Jail support areas are undersized or non-existent

2. There is lack of segregation areas for special needs, mental health, medical and high security inmates

3. Jail control areas are accessible to inmates and pose significant security risks

4. Facility is not efficient, is staff intensive and is unsafe to operate.

Even if the need for more secure beds could be eliminated by reducing arrests, modifying charging practices by the district attorney, or reducing the length of jail sentences, I believe the existing jail is fundamentally inadequate and needs to be replaced.

Again the question <> if we need added capacity & a new jail facility is not at debate.  I can see from the long explanation herein that Mr Moore is very sincere…… I can also see from his comments a clear need to re-locate a portion of the expanding jail outside of the downtown area.  From everything I have followed and researched … yes, the current justice system needs to be fixed and the jail is a part of that system, as well as the treatment and services we have just starting to initiate ….  We still have not addressed the long term plan and why the county thinks that this location is adequate.  Their own plans and projections show they will need more than this current 2 story jail facility in a very short time…. So why not plan correctly NOW…????

From 2003 – 2005, the county conducted a major space needs study, which received extensive media coverage and included dozens of public informational meetings.   If I’m not mistaken, between 2003 and today, more than 100 public meetings of one sort or another have been held to seek public input and inform the public of the issues.  In addition to documenting the county’s facility space needs, 14 alternative scenarios were considered for addressing these needs.  

This is funny.  I wonder what is meant by public meetings?  If every time a meeting is held and they post a sheet down in the foyer of the court house that the meeting is taking place makes it  a public meeting ... they still failed in the process.  It is a different philosophy of constituent involvement I must say.  When the public actually did attend sessions there was strong opposition… the public was politely listened to and the project moved on.   Constituents signed a 1000 signature protest petition.  Did the County Board members even look at who did sign it, when it was left in the front of the county board meeting room …??? Was that considered one of the 100 meetings? 
>>> Sorry… the 100 meetings does not fly - the process was very flawed >> I hate to say it but this looks like a Do Over to me.  The city has the ability to tell the county NO!  The inevitably expanding jail facility does not belong downtown on the riverfront. Even the city was left out of the process, as well as its citizens & tax payers.  What is good for the county does not necessarily equate to be good for our city.
What I find interesting is that the majority of this process was not even known by the members of the board, let alone the public… if it did occur as I am sure it did, in some fashion … Someone did discuss these things and narrowed it all down…. but with very little true constituent involvement. 

Democracy is a sloppy business…. There are always 11th hour questions by constituents… and if the process is flawed and the constituents did not truly have any opportunity to buy in and be involved in the process…. It gets even messier  … as it is now.

Four scenarios were selected for more in-depth analysis.  Pros and cons, as well as estimated costs, were identified for each the following scenarios:  
I reviewed these scenarios and they were all presented as all or nothing pictures… limited by someone’s idea of efficiency.  I never did see anything about a proposal, supposedly presented by CVTC (????) ... nor did I see discussion details about a split campus concept where the processing, booking, intake and short term confinement would be maintained at a remodeled 3rd floor and the longer term confinement modules & rehabilitation programs where remotely located - say out by the west side tech school or at least outside of the downtown area.  For some reason, this possibly less efficient concept appears to have not been discussed…. When they actually do get the public in a discourse they will find that there may be ideas outside of the box that may be worth considering.

Scenario 1 – Government Campus (new court services building and new jail adjacent to existing building, between Second and First Avenue; law enforcement and other offices remain in current building)

Scenario 2 – Split Campus (new court services building adjacent to existing building, between Second and First Avenue; new jail and Huber at a remote location; law enforcement and other offices remain in current building)

Scenario 3 – Addition Plan (close Oxford Avenue and build over parking lot; utilize space between Second and First Avenues for surface parking)

Scenario 4 – Remote Campus (remote location for jail, court services and law enforcement; other offices remain in current building)

Let’s be honest even though we have a lot of data on our inmates and our justice system …. until just last week, we have not really even begun to analyze what it is we really need in terms of beds or the type of people we are serving or what we can do to reduce the incarcerated population or  …. Why we KNOW WE NEED AN EXPANDING JAIL and that is should be DOWNTOWN is beyond me …. … 
.  
In March 2006, the County Board selected the Government Campus scenario as the preferred solution.  This approach is consistent with the City of Eau Claire Comprehensive Plan, which was adopted in 2005 following significant citizen input and involvement.  The Comprehensive Plan “encourage(s) expansion of the Courthouse facilities to be oriented east toward the river….”  The plan’s map indicates “Major Public Facilities” in the area between the current building and First Ave.  Plan also provides that “The Courthouse campus serves as the key anchor for this (Courthouse) district and should be designed to take better advantage of its riverfront setting and provide suitable transition to the surrounding neighborhoods.”

I believe we have a slight mis-understanding of the comprehensive plan and a play on words… I was on the committee that worked on the plan and it is easy to use only the portions that one wants to apply.  Visit the city’s website for a full version that will clarify the need to respect the neighborhood as well …. It should be understood that there is a difference between a courthouse district….. and a 4 to 5 story jail …. no matter how it is decorated.  The long term plans of the county do not work into this area… They need to begin moving some of it out of the area is obvious and NOW is the time most suitable, since a jail that will grow is best located outside of the downtown.  

By the county’s own reports and projections…. the jail will increase in size.. The courthouse is a more static facility and fits the district better as intended by the city’s award winning comprehensive plan..


I should note that the proposed Government Center building that would house the jail is designed to blend in well with downtown Eau Claire architecture, be aesthetically attractive, and be a positive, complementary addition to the existing facility.  As a practical matter, the exterior design of the building is essentially independent of the interior structure and function.  In other words, the building façade can look like almost anything.  Regarding the footprint of the proposed building, it is to be set back 30 feet from the sidewalk on First Ave.


In June 2007, County Board approved building a new jail that would connect to the current Government Center facility, expand law enforcement area and address other county facility needs within the existing building.  The County Board also passed a resolution of intent to borrow $59.1 million to fund new construction and remodeling of the existing building.  

It might be worth mentioning that the county board also defeated an attempt at this same session to bring this borrowing resolution to the public in the form of a referendum.  It was thought by some that a project of this amount needed to have more public debate and that the voters should have the opportunity to buy in to the process and approve the funding request by voting on it.
In November 2007, the County Board adopted a budget that included a property tax levy rate adjustment to meet the debt service requirements for paying off the bonds within 22 years.  At $3.62 per $1,000 assessed value, this property tax rate is still well below the median rate for Wisconsin counties, $4.74.  While expensive, I believe the proposed building project is fiscally responsible and reasonable.

I would like to add that the staffing needed for this facility no mater where it is built is not included in these numbers.  The exact number of staff needed has rather nebulous and probably with good cause.  When asked how the county was going to pay for the added staff (I have heard numbers from 30 to 40 positions) indications have pointed to the savings that will result from the returning inmates currently held out other facilities combined with the selling of our beds to other counties to raise make money.  That’s right. We will import prisoners from other counties to our facility.  Let there be no misunderstanding... There have been no definitive numbers delivered to the county board members that clearly outline staffing costs and how they will be paid for.
One of my greatest concerns is that the staffing costs for the ever expanding jail will take away the money we need to run the rehabilitation programs and services we have just started to implement to reduce the incarceration and repetition rates.
The County Board continues to support numerous programs intended to reduce recidivism and address some of the underlying causes of crime.  These include Drug Court, AIM Court (which targets single mothers with drug, alcohol and/or mental health issues), and Mental Health court.  The Criminal Justice Collaborating Council (CJCC), which the County Board created nearly two years ago, provides a mechanism for all the key players in the justice system to address system wide issues.  The CJCC, among other things, asked for a justice system assessment (not just a jail study) by the National Institute of Corrections, a service agency of the US Department of Justice.  It is hoped and expected that the consultants’ recommendations will help improve performance of the overall justice system.


Although the consultants’ final report will be submitted in a few weeks, they did make an unequivocal finding that was reported in the February 22 issue of the Leader-Telegram:

“You need a new facility,” Cushman said, adding that the present one is “inadequate and undersized.”  While Cushman said he wouldn’t take a stance on the county’s chosen site for the new jail, he did mention that it is best to have one in a city setting with easy access to community services and transportation.  A remote site not only makes it more difficult to get supplies and services to a jail, he said, but it stigmatizes inmates into thinking they are not part of a community.

I attended this “public discussion session”.  It was quite good …. Although it was another of the hardly-public sessions, since it was never announced to the public…. The consultants did indicate that we have the data but we need to have more analysis to really understand who we are serving, how the process is working and what we can do to fix it..   The gentlemen presenting the findings they put together after a 2 day interview and data compilation period … did not want to comment on the downtown location of the jail because they had not look at the site nor studied the effects that the site would have on the neighborhood and the community.  They did indicate that a remote site could stigmatize inmates >>>>> and then they went on to talk about a jail shaped like a sheriff’s hat with a badge that was located out over the hill in the middle of a desert….. That is a far cry from the west side of the city where inmates  would be close to tech school facilities and training programs .

Based on three key criteria of need, cost and location, I continue to believe that the past County Board decisions are in the best long-term interest of the community.  The needs are compelling and well documented.  The cost is expensive but, as I noted earlier, I believe it is reasonable and fiscally responsible.  And finally, I believe the location of the new Government Center building between Second and First Avenues is the most appropriate one and is consistent with the city’s Comprehensive Plan.


I think the new building will not be a blight on the riverfront, as some people seem to think.  As noted earlier, although the functions within the building will be for a jail, the exterior will be an attractive façade that will enhance, not detract from, the riverfront or downtown development efforts.  The building would be set back well away from First Avenue (30 feet from the sidewalk) so as not to encroach on the riverfront.

This is the key point that we need to clearly understand.  We are not objecting to a decorative 2 story structure that would fit nicely into this area…if that was all there was…. . We are talking about a 4 to 5 story Jail facility that could possibly expand beyond even that.  We are talking about a new courts building as well .... and when it is all said and done we are also going to be in need of a 3 story parking ramp.... and were do we go from there????  We need to look to the future and try to think smart and think ahead.  
This area is not adequate for future needs and we need to begin now to split off the facilities.  As mentioned above … there are viable alternatives and unless the city intends to disregard its award winning comprehensive plan … abandon its new river front directive and give up on this unique neighborhood … we need to plan intelligently.  Not thinking about what is going to occur is an ostrich approach to planning.


I also believe that it would be a major mistake to separate the jail from courts and law enforcement.  Even with continued use of video arraignment technology, there would be permanent increased costs and security risks associated with transportation of inmates from a remote jail to the courthouse.  

This is only an opinion & I respect the opionion....but our Sheriff runs an efficient system and would continue to do so if we split the system as indicated above.  Those in process can be housed in the remodeled 3rd floor and those in long tern sentences who are not in and out of the courts can be housed in the remote service & program orientated facility.  Transportation is not a real issue, nor is safety nor security..
If the courts and law enforcement as well as jail were moved to remote location, I believe that, too, would be a major mistake. Separate county complexes would decrease public convenience and increase costs for travel between facilities.  I also think it would adversely affect downtown economic development.  Not only would many government employees no longer be working downtown (and eating and shopping at local establishments), but also many associated businesses would likely relocate to be nearer the courts (e.g. law firms, Public Defender offices, and Probation and Parole). 

This is a totally false scare tactic…. Please. With a place for an expanded courthouse and a remote split jail facility we would have room for specialty shops, restaurants and boutiques across from a meandering bike trail along the river …. And those in the county building and courthouse and visitors would flock to the area….  See it all depends on the perspective one wants to paint.  

There are better uses for this area … and somewhere down the planning path we have to make the choice to separate off the growth portion of this complex.  We have a stable government center, a courthouse system that needs some future expansion but is not a growth type facility that would fit here…. The jail complex is by its nature an expanding facility… and by separating off a portion of this institution now into an area that is not right in our downtown and on our riverbank makes sense.  


So in conclusion, I believe that, on balance, the proposed building plan makes the most sense and will have a positive, not a negative, impact on public services, the downtown, the riverfront and the community. 

So in conclusion, I and many many constituents believe that we should have been consulted with along the process and do not believe that building an expanding jail facility in that location is the best direction for the city and its new commitment to develop and improve our river fronts.
Sometimes the most efficient system is the least beneficial in the overall picture.  It efficiency was always the goal to strive for all of our paths would be straight and we would not create meandering bike trails.  We would not place boulders in parks to mow around nor would we try to save trees in established neighborhoods or promote redeveloping of our current river ways.  The bent path sometimes serves the greater good and provides us with a reward that far outreaches the narrow straight path of efficiency.   Now is the time to look to the heritage we will be leaving and separate off an expanding jail facility that will not fit downtown.

Fortunately our city council has the last word on what our city wants. This area needs to be rezoned and the city needs to buy in to the plan.   If after full disclosure and inclusive debate, our city decides that it does want to abandon our award winning comprehensive plan and that the multiple facilities and growth that will be required in that area into the future will not have a negative effect on this area and our current already initiated  ... well then let’s gett’r done. 
