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The New Orleans jail has been under federal court oversight or federal investigation for more than 50 years to 
address chronic problems, including violence, poor sanitation, readily available contraband, understaffing and 
inadequate training. 

•	 The court has linked the lack of progress to the division of roles and responsibilities for the jail, or its 
governance structure.

•	 While the City of New Orleans must provide most of the funding, the Orleans Parish Sheriff runs the 
jail. Over the decades, the City has blamed the jail’s deficiencies on mismanagement, while the Sheriff 
has cited inadequate funding. The resulting power struggles have impeded cooperative problem solving.

•	 However, recent progress on implementing jail reforms and the election of a new Sheriff, who has 
prioritized compliance with court mandates and a possible agreement with the City to resolve areas of 
past conflict, provide an opportunity to improve and sustain the jail’s performance.

•	 BGR’s report is intended to help the Sheriff and the City develop a stronger relationship to achieve that goal.

Ending the half-century of failure to sustain constitutional conditions at the Orleans Parish jail is critical to:

•	 Ensure the safety and security of people in custody, most of whom are awaiting trial and have not been convicted.

•	 Avoid wasting public resources that could go toward the community’s many unmet needs. The jail is the third 
largest expenditure in the City’s budget behind the police and fire departments.

BGR’s research shows that the jail governance structure in New Orleans diverges sharply from national norms as 
well as recommended practices. Key deficiencies include insufficient collaboration, strategic planning, transparency 
and accountability. To remedy these flaws and help sustain constitutional jail operations, BGR recommends that 
the City and Sheriff develop a multi-year agreement to: 

1. Establish an ongoing strategic planning process in which they collaborate on the budget, facilities, 
employee compensation and training, and other jail needs.

2. Improve fiscal transparency and accountability, both to ensure adequate City funding for the jail and 
careful tracking of how the Sheriff uses it.

3. Strengthen the appointment process for the top jail administrator by defining the job’s responsibilities 
and qualifications and by enabling City and public input on the candidates.

4. Create an independent local entity to oversee jail performance to ensure ongoing monitoring of jail 
conditions and treatment of people in custody after federal court oversight ends.

Subsequently, the Legislature should establish the reforms in State law to ensure they will endure beyond the 
term of any agreement and the tenures of individual sheriffs, mayors and City Council members. State lawmakers 
also should require reforms in any key areas where the City and Sheriff either do not reach agreement or lack the 
power to make permanent changes, such as establishing local external oversight of the jail.

https://www.bgr.org/wp-content/uploads/bgr-new-orleans-jail-governance.pdf#page=21
https://www.bgr.org/wp-content/uploads/bgr-new-orleans-jail-governance.pdf#page=33


RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING NEW ORLEANS JAIL GOVERNANCE
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Subsequently, the Legislature should establish the reforms in State law to ensure they will endure beyond the term of any agreement and the 
tenures of individual sheriffs, mayors and City Council members. State lawmakers also should require reforms in any key areas where the City and 
Sheriff either do not reach agreement or lack the power to make permanent changes, such as establishing local external oversight of the jail.
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discussion

To ensure the jail’s operating and capital needs are carefully understood and addressed over time, the City and Sheriff should agree to:

•	 Develop a multi-year strategic plan for the New Orleans jail. The City and Sheriff should undertake a collaborative planning 
process, with input from other actors in the criminal justice system and the public. The planning process should also include annual 
reviews of performance against the goals and objectives of the plan, in coordination with developing the annual budget for the jail. 
In addition, the City, Sheriff and other actors in the criminal justice system should coordinate on common issues, such as sharing 
of information and resources, planning for future jail population and facility needs, and improving outcomes for both incarcerated 
persons and the public. 

•	 Establish a standard process and documentation for developing and approving the jail’s annual operating and capi-
tal budgets. The new process should coordinate with the City’s annual budgeting process. The budget should clearly define 
the City’s funding obligations and how the Sheriff can use the funds so the public can hold both parties accountable. The budgets 
also should include jail funding sources not provided by the City to present a complete financial picture.

•	 Develop a compensation strategy for jail deputies and other employees. The City and Sheriff should accompany the 
strategy with: a jail staffing plan, updated annually; periodic independent studies of compensation levels; and a budget for 
appropriate continuing education and training for employees to ensure a stable and professional jail workforce. The City and 
Sheriff should periodically evaluate the compensation strategy to determine if it is achieving its goals.

To improve transparency and accountability for the City’s adequate funding of the jail and the Sheriff’s efficient and effective use of tax-
payer dollars, the City and Sheriff should agree to:

•	 Develop a standard process for the City administration to review the Sheriff’s annual budget proposal. The process 
should include consideration of the Sheriff’s proposal in the context of the strategic plan for the jail. It should conclude with the ad-
ministration’s report to the City Council explaining the rationale for any changes from the Sheriff’s original budget request. Citizens 
could then assess the City’s funding level and hold the mayor and councilmembers accountable.

•	 Hold joint quarterly public meetings before the City Council at which the Sheriff’s Office provides budget updates. 
The Sheriff’s Office should document how it spends City funding, with details on budget variances, as well as contracts, opera-
tions, jail staffing, population and other cost drivers. The City Council should use its existing investigatory powers as needed to 
supplement the financial oversight of the Inspector General and probe any discrepancies with the budget. 

•	 Use the City’s central procurement office for jail purchasing and contracting. The Sheriff’s Office and the City should 
develop jail-specific policies and procedures, modeled on those established for City departments and agencies, to ensure fair and 
transparent contracting while facilitating efficient and effective jail operations. 

•	 Collaborate on a new process for approving professional services contracts for the jail modeled on the City’s 
approach. The Sheriff should establish an executive order for professional services contracting that is like the mayor’s. It 
should include, among other things, contractor selection by a committee consisting of the jail administrator, appropriate jail 
management staff, a City liaison and, as necessary, an outside expert. The Sheriff’s role, like the mayor’s, should be limited to 
signing a contract with the committee’s selected contractor or terminating the procurement.

To help sustain effective jail administration over time, the City and Sheriff should agree to:

•	 Establish a jail administrator position reporting to the Sheriff and define its roles and responsibilities. The Sheriff 
should develop the job description, with input from the City, to clarify the administrator’s daily management and operations of 
the jail and areas in which the administrator will collaborate with the Sheriff and justice system stakeholders, including the City.

•	 Set minimum requirements for the appointment of the Sheriff’s top jail administrator. Among other things, they 
should require the jail administrator to have significant experience managing a correctional facility, as well as a professional 
certification in jail administration or to obtain one within a reasonable time frame of the appointment.

•	 Establish a role for the City in the selection of future jail administrators. At a minimum, a City administrator familiar 
with jail matters should serve on the Sheriff’s search team. The parties should consider requiring the City Council’s consent to 
the Sheriff’s appointment of the jail administrator. 

•	 Provide for public participation in the selection process. This should include interviewing candidates in public and releasing 
information about their qualifications.

To provide effective local oversight of jail performance, the City and Sheriff should agree to: 

•	 Establish an external oversight body to regularly monitor conditions in the New Orleans jail, study its operations 
and treatment of people in custody, and investigate complaints. The City and Sheriff should develop a State legislative 
proposal for an oversight entity in consultation with jail experts, parties to the consent decree and the public. The entity should 
be independent from the Orleans Parish Sheriff’s Office and the City in terms of its governance, staffing and funding. The entity 
should have broad access to the facility, records, staff, contractors and incarcerated persons. Finally, it should maintain a website 
and use it to regularly report its findings and recommendations to the public. Its recommendations should be non-enforceable 
proposals to help improve jail performance.
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