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SACRAMENTO COUNTY

“MY HUSBAND WOULD BE HERE. WE
TALKED TO HIM AT 10 AM. BY 11:15,
HE WAS GONE.” 

— Tonette Washington, wife of Asaiah Washington
who died July 26 , 2024.th

Tonnette Washington, surrounded by family and friends, spoke about her
husband’s death.

Sacramento County, home to California’s
capital, has emerged as one of the fastest-
growing urban regions throughout the U.S.,
with approximately 1.6 million residents in
2025, ranking it as the eighth-largest county in
the state. 

Yet at this scale, Sacramento County’s reliance
on carceral systems to manage social crises,
compounded by systemic negligence like
understaffing, delayed medical screenings, and
lax oversight, has produced an alarming
number of in‑custody deaths. From 2012
through 2024, 103 people died in the Sheriff’s
Department custody — an average of 8 deaths
annually.  

An “in-custody death” means the death of a
person who is detained, under arrest, or is in
the process of being arrested, is en route to be
incarcerated, or is incarcerated at a municipal
or county jail, state prison, state-run boot camp
prison, boot camp prison that is contracted out
by the state, any state or local contract facility,
or other local or state correctional facility,
including any juvenile facility. “In-custody
death” also includes deaths that occur in
medical facilities while in law-enforcement
custody.

Demands for law enforcement accountability
for in-custody deaths have reached new
heights. New laws have had to be passed for
reporting, but there is a tendency by law
enforcement to downplay or outright deny their
role when people die in custody. 

INTRODUCTION

Our goal is for these findings to inspire a shift
toward a justice framework rooted in compassion,
community wellbeing, prevention, and evidence-
based practices of community safety rather than
punishment. Achieving this will require prioritizing
investments in community-based supports,
scaling need-based care-first interventions,
creating a non-carceral service delivery network,
and enforcing strong accountability measures.
Such a transformation requires community
education rooted in facts, courageous leadership
that prioritizes data on the relationship between
prevention and public safety, and genuine
collaboration with those most directly and
peripherally affected.

Absent accountability, research advocates and
health experts continue to strive to educate our
communities about the extent of in-custody
deaths. 



PRIOR ADVOCACY

SACRAMENTO COUNTY
Sacramento’s jails have long been deemed
inhumane, unsafe, and unconstitutional, as
documented by a federal consent decree. The
County faces a choice: continue to pour
resources into jail construction or commit to
meaningful population reduction.

The Jail Population Reduction Plan (JPRP) was
created in response to the Mays consent decree
priority recommendations to reduce the jail
population. That recommendation was quantified
by the JPRP’s goal to reduce the Average Daily
Population (ADP) by 600 people.

The original JPRP (2023) had 33 strategies; by
2024, these were consolidated into 6 core
strategies:

Expanding behavioral health diversion
Increasing pre-arraignment release
Expediting case processing
Expanding reentry services
Reducing failures to appear and violations
that drive re-bookings
Strengthening community-based alternatives

Bookings are down 33% since 2015 (from
~45,000 to ~30,000 annually). 

But average daily population (ADP) remains high,
making the 600-person reduction target look
“unrealistic.” Without the JPRP’s strategies, the
ADP would be even higher.

COVID-19 proved that reduction is possible. In
2020, nearly 1,100 people — approximately 1/3 of
the jail population — were released, and there
was no uptick in crime.

Yet once emergency measures ended, the
population climbed. Without a change in
employee culture along with structural change,
the status quo of inhumane treatment cycles and
preventable death, has and will continue.

The connection between population and in-
custody deaths is clear. When jails are full, the 8
and 14  Amendments of the US Constitution are
violated costing tax payers millions, health and
mental health care are delayed or denied,
requests for help go unanswered, and people die
waiting for what could have been basic medical
attention or humane treatment. The County’s Jail
Population Reduction Plan (JPRP) is not only
about compliance with the Mays Consent Decree.
It is about breaking the deadly culture of abusive
power.
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New challenges: Prop 36, which began implementation December 18, 2024, increases penalties for
people arrested for certain drug and theft crimes. It would make simple drug possession a
“treatment-mandated” felony, but it doesn’t provide funding to support that treatment. According to
the Research and Recovery Institute, it takes an average of 5 attempts for a person to maintain their
sobriety health. This law sets people up to fail. People who can’t complete the required programs
could face a felony conviction and up to three years in jail or prison. Mandated treatment doesn’t
account for the reality of relapse in recovery, and punishing it is harmful and inhumane. Estimates
suggest Prop 36 could put over 50,000 people behind bars for drug offenses. 
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Even though the total jail
population has steadily
declined 23% since 2012,
the number of deaths has
stayed steady with a few
notable decreases. 

TOTAL DEATHS

Between 2012 and
2024, an average of

8 lives were lost
each year. 

OVER TIME

Custody Status % of Deaths

Process of Arrest 27%

Awaiting Booking 4%

Booked - No Charges Filed 5%

Booked - Awaiting Trial 47%

In Transit 2%

Out to Court 1%

Sentenced 12%

Other 2%

In 2024, every in-custody death in Sacramento
County involved someone who had not been
convicted or sentenced—most were awaiting
trial, and one died before the booking process
was even complete. These tragedies expose a
fundamental injustice: people presumed
innocent under the law are dying behind bars
before they ever have the chance to defend
themselves in court.

83%
DURING THE PRETRIAL PHASE

OF DEATHS OCCUR 

https://www.ppic.org/publication/realignment-incarceration-and-crime-trends-in-california/


A CRISIS IN CUSTODY

THE TOLL OF NEGLECT 

SYSTEMIC ABANDONMENT

In May 2024, David Kent Barefield Sr., a 55-
year-old unhoused man, was arrested on
minor charges and brought to the Sacramento
County Main Jail. Video footage later revealed
that he was in visible medical distress, unable
to stand, and dragged across the jail’s garage
floor. Despite this, he was never taken to a
hospital and received no proper medical
screening.

A nurse falsely claimed to have cleared him for
booking, though footage shows no physical exam
occurred. Deputies later propped him up by his hair to
take a booking photo as his condition worsened.

Roughly three hours after his arrival, CPR was initiated
— it was too late. He died on the jail floor; it was later
determined that he succumbed to a fatal overdose of
fentanyl and methamphetamine. His family reached a
$3.5 million settlement with the county, but has refiled
to include the city of Sacramento following the release
of details about his arrest and the failure to address
his medical needs.

In 2024, Sacramento County jails held an average daily population of 3,159 people. About 90% of
people in Sacramento County Jail awaiting a sentence have been diagnosed with a serious mental
illness (Adult Correctional Health, 2024). Of those booked into the Main Jail, nearly one in three were
unhoused upon arrest (Lange, 2025) — a reflection of the growing intersection between homelessness
and incarceration in the region.

Among unhoused adults in Sacramento County, 47% reported serious mental illness, while 32% reported
struggling with substance use (Sacramento Steps Forward, 2024). With a severe lack of appropriate
accessible behavioral health care and housing, jails have become the default system for managing
unmet mental health needs, not through treatment, but through confinement.

“This shows a host of people
who are supposedly experts

humiliating and making fun of
somebody who is in dire need

of help.”

— Mark Merin, civil rights attorney  

Barefield remained handcuffed in a restraint
cart for over an hour, largely ignored by
deputies and medical staff. 



Despite making up just
9% of the County’s

population

Black people are 3.5
times more likely to be

incarcerated

and nearly 3 times more
likely to die in custody

BLACK RESIDENTS ARE DYING IN SACRAMENTO’S JAILS AT A
DISPROPORTIONATE RATE

A DEADLY PATTERN OF NEGLECT
In Custody Deaths Jail Pop (2023) County (2020)
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These statistics reflect the outcomes of a racist, punitive system that
targets and criminalizes poverty, mental illness, and Blackness.

The data displayed does not accurately reflect people who identify with multiple races/ethnicities,
and research shows that Latinx people are routinely misidentified ethnically and racially, likely
skewing the results and any conclusions we might draw. 



HEALTH HARMS OF INCARCERATION
A HIDDEN PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY BEHIND BARS 
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Source: (Kang-Brown, 2025). Analysis based on a cohort of individuals
incarcerated on a single day in 2008 and followed through 2019, showing a
39 % higher overall mortality risk and a 208 % higher overdose death risk
among fory incarcerated persons.

“RISK OF DEATH — ESPECIALLY OVERDOSE — IS MUCH HIGHER FOR
PEOPLE WHO HAVE BEEN INCARCERATED.” 

 — Kang-Brown (2025).

A cohort study found that having been jailed raises all‑cause mortality more than personal
characteristics (age, income, education, indigeneity, etc.) and county‑level demographics (Utsha et al,
2025).

A comprehensive review of the literature
finds that incarceration itself is linked to
a wide range of adverse health
outcomes, including chronic diseases
including diabetes and high blood
pressure, infectious illnesses, as well as
substance use and mental health
problems, and higher mortality rates-
even after accounting for preexisting
conditions. (Kang-Brown, 2025).

Researchers point to mechanisms such
as extreme stress, heightened exposure
to contagious pathogens in confined
settings, and the profound challenges of
social reintegration as key drivers of
these lasting health harms (Quandt &
Jones, 2021).

Not only does incarceration lead to poorer health outcomes but jails are inadequately equipped to
provide care.

Less than half of jails report offering treatment to those with serious mental illness (Huh et al,
2018).
Approximately 60% of people in jail with a chronic health condition reported not having access
to their prescribed medications during their incarceration (Huh et al, 2018).



In 2023, rather than following the jail reduction
recommendations provided in federal monitoring reports,
Sacramento County designated $650 million to build a new
intake and health‐services facility at the Main Jail—part of
its effort to comply with the 2020 “Mays Consent Decree”
addressing inadequate medical and mental health care in
county lockups. However, a 30‑page peer review conducted
by CGL Companies found the design fell short in several
critical areas: 

1) Insufficient outdoor recreation space to meet ACA
guidelines.
2) Failure to account for future population growth.
3) Insufficient capacity for medical and mental health staff.
4) Insufficient treatment space.

The reviewers also noted that the cost-effectiveness
remains unclear—no less-expensive alternatives were
presented—and questioned whether anticipated changes in
sentencing laws (e.g., Proposition 36) had been factored
into the plan. As a result, CGL recommended pausing the
project until all six of its recommendations were fully
adopted.

At the February 26, 2025 Board of Supervisors meeting,
dozens of community members, organized by Decarcerate
Sacramento and supported by expert testimony, urged
leaders to reject a proposed 100‑bed annex that would cost
up to $2 billion over 30 years. In a significant win for
Sacramento residents, the Board voted to pause the
expansion pending further study, thereby buying critical
time to consider investments in community‑based,
evidence-based treatment and prevention, which will better
serve public safety and human dignity.

January 13, 2020 
August, 2023

Early 2025
February 26, 2025

Mays Consent Decree
approved by the federal

court, requiring the County to
provide constitutionally

adequate care and conditions
of confinement in both the
Main Jail and the RCCC. 

Sacramento County Board of
Supervisors proposed a $654
million expansion cost ($200
million more than the initial
budget estimate), arguing it
was needed to comply with

the requirements of the MCD.

Dozens of advocates urged
the Board of Supervisors to
halt the project. In a major

win for grassroots
organizers, the Board voted
to pause the jail expansion
and consider community-

based alternatives.

An independent review found
the $650M jail design lacked

adequate outdoor space,
treatment areas, and staffing
capacity. It also questioned

cost-effectiveness and
recommended pausing the

project until key issues were
addressed.

SACRAMENTO’S EXPANSION DEBATE
EXPANSION ON PAUSE



Public Safety &
Justice (33%)

Administrative
 General Services (6%)

Community Services
(2%)

Social Services
(33%)

Health & Hospitals
(27%)

SACRAMENTO’S BUDGET

For the upcoming Fiscal Year, the District Attorney and Sheriff fought and restored budget cuts in
their departments at the expense of community care resources— especially those for youth. 

Instead of pouring more money into jail expansions to meet reform mandates, the county should
prioritize prevention and proven community-based solutions that keep people in the community and
away from systems of harm. Without true investments into alternatives to incarceration, Sacramento
County’s ever increasing investment in law enforcement will result in more in-custody deaths. 

ONGOING FUNDING OF INCARCERATION OVER PREVENTION 

The budget graphic has been
simplified for the purposes of this
report. Key changes include
reallocation of the Sheriff & District
Attorney budgets and correctional
health services to the “Public Safety
& Justice” category to better
visualize the true allocation toward
law enforcement in the County. In
budget documents these are,
typically included within the “Elected
Officials” and “General Services”
categories respectively.

Of the Public Safety and Justice
portion of the budget, over half (54%,
over $700 million) goes to the
Sheriff’s Department.

Decades of research prove that investing in housing, food access, and mental health not only
improves public safety and community well-being—it saves lives. These strategies reduce harm,
lower costs, and build lasting resilience, unlike incarceration, which perpetuates cycles of trauma
and instability (Sebastian, 2022). 

Allocation of Sacramento County’s General Fund (over $3.9 billion) as approved in September 2025:

Still, the “Public Safety and Justice” category does not measure the full scope of programs and
policies that funnel people into punitive systems under the guise of “help.” For instance, the foster
care-to-prison pipeline, is well documented and refers to the funneling of children in foster care
into juvenile detention or adult incarceration. For example, a national study of youth who exited
foster care found that nearly 43% were incarcerated at some point before age 21 (Janczewski et
al., 2025). Even when we acknowledge that social services is doing its best to provide homes for
the children in its care, the institutionalization of the foster system puts children at risk for further
institutionalization in their adult life. Which in turn puts them at higher risk of death in-custody.
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