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Executive Summary: as a concerned citizen I was alarmed at what I observed and 
heard during the 2024 jail inspection; the impact from the shortage of corrections staff 
is dire. My inspection lasted less than a full work day. Yet during that time, I concluded 
the observable shortage of corrections and medical personnel staffing threatens the 
safety and well being of adults in custody (AIC) and staff alike. I also believe that the 
physical condition of the Multnomah County Detention Center (MCDC) is unacceptable 
and requires immediate attention and planning to either completely renovate or find a 
replacement. In this report I am sharing my perspectives about what I observed, heard 
from staff and AIC and learned through reports recently completed on the jails as well 
as my own experience. I hope my perspectives as a community member help provide a 
sense of urgency for actions and funding. This report is directed to County 
Commissioners, the Sheriff, public safety stakeholders and other community members 
like myself.


Background: 

I was selected as the community volunteer to accompany the Commissioner for 
District 1 in the additional jail inspection as required by Multnomah County Measure 
26-233. I am recently retired from a career in public safety which included serving as a 
Deputy District Attorney in Multnomah County, serving as the Executive Director of the 
Citizens Crime Commission and most recently as an Assistant United States Attorney 
and Counsel to the U.S. Attorney for Oregon. Given my career,  I have had experience 
in the local criminal justice system both from inside as a public safety member and as a 
community stakeholder. Even so, I learned a tremendous amount during the one day 
inspection. 


Our community jails are complex organizations with requirements dictated by state and 
federal law, policies, employment agreements, and all the practicalities and 
responsibilities of caring for people in custody and the staff that are charged with that 
responsibility. In addition, who is in custody at any one time is a dynamic factor 
depending on laws, law enforcement actions, the Courts, and other factors outside the 
control of the Sheriff. 


The County Commissioners’ jail inspection with community volunteers was 
implemented in 2023 and several recommendations made by those first volunteers 
were implemented by the County and the Sheriff to improve the experience in 2024. All 
four community member volunteers were provided a virtual orientation in advance of 
the inspection covering the history for the inspection, an overview of the jail system, 
expectations for security and where to access information such as the first year 
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inspection reports, jail data and all the other reports and inspections conducted on the 
jails. 


The jail undergoes many annual assessments and inspections. Just this year alone 
there was a corrections grand jury inspection (required annually by state statute), 
Oregon State Police (OSP) conducted an Oregon Jail Standards Inspection as required 
by ORS 169.076 with two audits to ensure compliance with 15 Oregon Department of 
Corrections Standards and 313 Oregon Jail Standards. OSP was requested by the 
Sheriff to conduct a special review of in-custody death investigation practices. The 
Sheriff also requested technical assistance from the National Institute of Corrections to 
conduct a contraband mitigation assessment in light of drug overdose deaths in the 
jail, and the jail was subject to an audit performed by the County Auditor in 2022 in 
light of a 2017 report issued by Disability Rights Oregon. 


I was encouraged that the Sheriff created a web-based dashboard reflecting the 
reports, recommendations, responses and the status of recommendations in three 
main areas: Operations, Staffing, and Facilities. This is called the “Corrections 
Recommendations Project” https://www.mcso.us/corrections-facilities-division/
corrections-recommendations-project 

 

I want to thank the Sheriff and her staff for their efforts, candid comments and 
facilitation of the inspection. There are many logistics involved in moving people 
through secure facilities. I felt it was a unique privilege as a community member to 
observe and inspect the jails, an important part of the larger safety system, and one we 
are responsible for funding and maintaining.


Pertinent facts: The County has funded the jails to house 1,130 adults in custody. The 
total facility capacity between MCDC and Inverness is 1,485. We observed closed 
dormitories during the inspection of Inverness Jail.


Police officers in Portland, Gresham, and other surrounding cities, Multnomah County 
Sheriff’s Office (MCSO) Deputies, Department of Community Justice (County 
Probation), State Corrections (Parole) the Courts and federal law enforcement agencies 
including the U.S. Marshals all contribute to the jail population by arrests conducted in 
Multnomah County, probation or court ordered sanctions being served.


The majority of the jail population, close to 70%, are people waiting for the court 
process to conclude called “pre-trial”, with fewer and fewer adults serving a local jail 
sentence. Due to various factors including pandemic shut downs and lack of public 
defenders, the court process is taking longer than it has in the past. Recent media 
reports indicate court hearings were cancelled and rescheduled due to lack of 
corrections staff to transport AIC to court. These incidents compound the already 
lengthier court processes. The average length of stay in the jail went from 17 days in 
the MCSO January 2024 report to 20.47 days in the October 2024 report. 
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Corrections deputies undergo extensive public safety pre-employment background 
checks, physical and psychological tests, and once hired are required to attend the 
state academy and certification training.


During this past August, media reported the Sheriff temporarily closed booking due to 
lack of staff to adequately facilitate the more than 50 bookings typically occurring each 
day. That meant that officers on the street who had arrested someone on a warrant, or 
for a crime committed in the community could not enter them into the jail and were 
required to provide them a citation to appear in court at a date in the future. 


During our inspection October 22, we were told the jail population was at 90% of 
capacity, and close to the threshold of 95% when the Sheriff would be required to 
conduct forced emergency releases of people from the jail. People who had already 
been evaluated for release on their own recognizance and denied release, or ordered 
by a judge to stay in jail were potentially going to be released due to overcrowding. The 
week following our inspection the jail issued a “yellow warning” that the jail was at 92% 
capacity.  It is a threat to public safety to reach this level.


The inspections - what I observed: 
Our group of four volunteers, the County Chair, the County Commissioners or their staff 
representative were split into two groups. One group inspected MCDC first, the other 
group inspected Inverness Jail first. We switched facilities following a lunch break. 
These smaller groups enabled us to be less disruptive during the inspection and also 
enabled more candid conversations with corrections and counseling staff and AIC.


Inverness -I inspected Inverness Jail first. This facility is a medium security facility, and 
has dorm like settings where approximately 50 adults in custody are supervised by one 
corrections deputy. The facility generally appeared light, bright and clean. The 
corrections and other staff were welcoming. People we encountered throughout the 
facility included staff from partner non-profits, food service contractors, corrections, 
counseling and medical staff and AIC. Everyone was very friendly. I had the opportunity 
to speak with several corrections and program staff in private settings and found them 
to be candid and professional. 


In addition to walking through and visually viewing areas of the facility, we heard about 
the various services offered in the jail including educational and skill building, transition 
planning, work readiness, and treatment readiness programming. We heard about the 
specialized mental health dorm created during the pandemic, with peer support 
options and less restrictive open bunk setting which they have found improves the 
experience and behavior of AIC. 


I was asked whether I wished to speak with an AIC and I was offered the opportunity. I 
spoke with a female AIC in the dorm, sitting at a table without a corrections staff 
present. The criteria for selecting the person I spoke to included they were willing, their 
charges were fully adjudicated and they were serving a sentence. We were in the 
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women’s dorm that had 40-50 women and only two of these adults were serving a 
sentence. The rest were awaiting trial on their charges.


I explained who I was (volunteer community member) and wanted her perspective on 
the jail. I spoke to her for about 20 minutes and gleaned some unique insights.  She 
was complimentary of the corrections counselors and deputies and indicated they 
were “on it” (very responsive), caring and professional. The facility was remarkably 
clean. Her basic needs were being met and she felt safe.


She relayed she has a family member who advised her to get a job while serving her 
sentence so she could gain credit off her sentence. They knew this because they had 
worked in a jail. She was not given an orientation about working in the jail and was 
unaware of this option.  She asked the corrections deputy in her dorm about the work 
program and was immediately put at the top of the list to work. She has worked every 
day in the dorm, helping hand out meals and cleaning up after and throughout the day. 
Having a job enables AIC to earn money to use in the commissary, and if they are 
serving a sentence, enables them to earn time off their jail sentence. This is an 
important incentive for AIC and provides them purpose. 

Recommend: create some type of orientation video for AIC introducing the program 
staff, and describing the programs, educational opportunities and work to provide 
encouragement to AIC to avail themselves of all the resources and use the time in 
custody to their advantage.


Due to the lack of staff to supervise, women are limited to work inside their dorm. 
Other work options that used to exist such as kitchen crew, and outside work crew, are 
no longer available for men or women due to lack of staffing to supervise. 

Recommend: expand options for women to have work opportunities throughout the 
facility to earn credit for commissary and time off their sentence. Generally expand 
options for AIC to have more work opportunities. 


I observed phones in the dorm for attorneys to call their clients. In my conversation 
with the AIC she mentioned other women in the dorm awaiting trial were going months 
without any word from their public defender. A high degree of stress resulted from not 
being informed of their case progress. The AIC conveyed she had a private attorney 
who she was able to talk with weekly. In addition to this observed impact of the public 
defender shortage, the staffing crisis in the jail also compounds the public defender 
crisis. Both corrections deputies and the AIC mentioned visiting hours for attorneys 
and other visitors have been curtailed or cancelled due to lack of staff. 


We observed the law library resource room and an AIC using it. This is also where AIC 
can review legal documents on their case. The room had desk top terminals with 
access to the online LexisNexis legal service for cases. The lack of staffing had 
diminished the access to this resource because it required supervision and escorts to 
walk the AIC place to place, causing stress and frustration for AIC and their legal 
counsel. The corrections staff indicated they are instituting a program providing AIC 
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with electronic tablets so they can review their legal paperwork and access legal 
resources which should help alleviate this problem.


The AIC felt the jail food was highly caloric and mostly carbohydrates with very few 
fresh vegetables or fruit options provided in the meals and very few fresh healthy 
options in the commissary. I tried the food. The meal that day was barbecue meat and 
beans, white rice, corn, and a brownie.  The meal did appear to be high calorie and 
heavy carbohydrates. I received a menu for the hundreds of meals served daily at 
Inverness and MCDC and noted some meals listed cooked vegetables or fresh garden 
salad. According to the documents I received, the meals are provided by Aramark and 
meet the nutritional guidelines of the American Correctional Association based on 
dietary restrictions established by the Food and Nutrition Board of the Institute of 
Medicine National Academy of Science. 

Recommend: Increase options for fresh fruit and veggies in meals and in the 
commissary to improve health and wellness of AIC.


MCDC: I toured MCDC, the maximum security facility after lunch. This facility has 
single cells surrounding a communal area versus open dorms. MCDC also serves as 
the primary booking location for people arrested in Multnomah County. MCDC is on 
multiple floors of the justice center and has very little to no natural light. It appears 
much darker than Inverness. I observed visible disrepair including large water stains 
and damage in the ceiling of one of the women’s cell block.


Conditions at MCDC due to staffing shortages seemed extreme and almost dystopian. 
My observations during this inspection were very different than my experience during a 
tour I had ten years ago. Corrections deputies were assigned to observe two cell 
blocks instead of just one, which left AIC in their cells for extended periods of time 
when no corrections deputy was physically present in the cell block. As a result, in 
addition to more time alone in their cells, the AIC were unable to be in the communal 
areas of the cell block, get fresh air, or exercise in the gym. A corrections deputy I 
spoke with noted that these untenable conditions resulted in increased episodes of 
violent and disruptive behavior from AIC. 


We were told the building was built in 1981 and has outlived its twenty year planned 
life. There are serious breakdowns in various mechanical systems. There was no heat 
for four days last winter during the ice storm.  The current body scanner machine used 
to detect contraband is already obsolete.  Heavily used elevators to access the floors 
have repeatedly broken down. During our visit, there was a disruption on the floor 
below us and all available deputies responded to regain control. They used the 
elevators.


It is my impression that people who are laboring under mental illness pose a significant 
challenge for corrections staff and other AIC. We observed an AIC returning from a 
court hearing wearing a suicide smock and in chains accompanied by two deputies. 
The sight itself was disconcerting, but as I listened in on the conversation it sounded 
very much like the AIC was telling his story and receiving feedback and support from 
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the deputies. We were told these deputies were specially trained mental health 
deputies who interact with AIC with persistent mental illness and are specially assigned 
to individuals who need extra support, extra time and attention in order to manage their 
behavior in the custodial setting and attending their court hearings. There are only two 
deputies in the entire organization, but the captain indicated a need for many more as 
the results were very positive from this specialized approach, resulting in reduced 
negative interactions between corrections staff and the AIC.


The uncertainty caused by lack of staffing at both jails was anxiety producing on AIC, 
corrections and medical staff. The AIC I spoke with told me in-person visiting hours for 
attorneys, family and loved ones were canceled just before they were to occur. Medical 
and corrections staff were told during their shift they had to work an additional four 
hours due to staffing shortages.  The resulting missed family time or scheduled 
appointments has contributed to lower morale. Employee burn-out was listed as a 
serious concern by supervisors.


The bottom line is the jail is a part of a larger justice system and other parts of that 
system rely on a functioning jail to achieve the goals of public safety and justice. It is 
imperative for the system to be funded and staffed for community safety and 
rehabilitation. The jails current staffing is clearly inadequate, and the resulting situation 
is untenable for both staff and AIC.

Recommend: emergency funding to increase jail staffing - including recruitment, 
retention, backgrounding and training to rapidly onboard needed corrections deputies 
and medical staff. 


Recommend: establish a multi-disciplinary public/private task force to expeditiously 
evaluate the efficacy of renovating versus decommissioning and replacing MCDC. The 
building itself is inadequate and the original design of the building may no longer serve 
the evolving reforms in corrections practices.


Recommend: in addition to the continued citizen inspections with Commissioners, all 
new Deputy District Attorneys, police officers, defense attorneys and Judges should 
tour the jail facilities as part of their orientation to become knowledgeable about the 
programs and restrictions in the facilities and to be in a better position to be an 
informed stakeholder.


I am grateful for this opportunity to inspect the jails and share my experience, and I am 
grateful for the dedicated and professional staff in our jails. We must provide them the 
support to do this challenging work, and we are legally and morally obligated to 
provide for the safety and wellbeing of the people in custody.  
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