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Ken: 
Well, hi there, and welcome to Chicago Newsroom right here on CAN TV. I am Ken Davis, welcome to another show. Our guest today runs a mental health institution so vast that it dwarfs all the others you can even think of. He also runs a pretty significant job training operation, a substance abuse clinic, an anti-violence effort, and he’s a major healthcare consultant channeling tens of thousands of people into the Affordable Care Act. So if you’ve been following the news the last few months or few years you’ve probably already figured out who this guy is. He’s the same guy who sometimes has to evict people from their homes, and who at any given moment has 10,000 or some number or other, almost all of them presumed innocent under lock and key. And this guy from all reports, and he’s said the same thing to me, appears to really like his job. Ladies and gentlemen, I present Cook County Sherriff Tom Dart. Welcome.

Tom:
Thanks for having me here.

Ken:
I am so glad to have you here today. I’ve wanted to talk to you for a really long time and we’ve got a lot of things to sort of clear up, a lot of myths and a lot of misunderstands, and also a lot of policy stuff. I love to talk about government and policy, and I think you probably do too.

Tom:
Oh my God. When I go to give a talk or a speech someplace and it has a defined period of time it never stays there. My staff would always be I feel so bad. I’m like, “No, no, no, all self-inflicted wounds.” These are issues that I’ve been involved with for decades, and I hate saying that because I feel so much older then, but when you are that involved with things you’re very passionate about them obviously. And so for me it’s beyond talking about them, but I love having the opportunity to talk with somebody else that’s interested in it, because unfortunately there’s not a lot of people like that. And I get a lot out of it because obviously I realize there’s no question I’m not the smartest person in the room, so I love hearing other peoples’ thoughts their opinions, and what they think of things. And I’m amazed how often that helps tweak different things that we’re doing to try to make things better.

Ken:
In my journalism and other associations through the years I have covered a lot of your press conferences with Richard M. Daley, the gun press conference and stuff, and I know we’re going to circle back around into that because you were in the legislature from when to when? I don’t even know.
Tom:
I served an 11-year sentence down there.
Ken:
[Laughs] 
Tom:
From the early 90s, it was ’91 I think it was until 2002 I think it was, yeah. One short year in the senate when someone had left I replaced and it was during the redistricting.
Ken:
Oh, I didn’t even know that. You were in the senate for a year?
Tom:
Yeah, just about a year when as I said the maps were all being redrawn. 
00:03:02
The district that I was appointed to represent was being eliminated, and so I just filled out about a year. It was nice how I enjoyed it and I learned a little bit, and so when I went over to the House it was easier to hit the ground running. 

Ken:
And then you were elected sheriff when?
Tom:
2006 I was elected.
Ken:
So you’ve been re-elected two other times, because ’14 was your last re-election, right? It’s been a long time.
Tom:
I haven’t had much opposition. It’s like who is tracking this thing? Which is a good thing. 
Ken:
You obviously are a seasoned Cook County sheriff at this point.
Tom:
Yeah.
Ken:
If I could, I want to have the luxury here of asking you about Cook County Jail, and to let’s set the news headlines aside for a moment, because I think so few of us really understand what this place is. And you know, I just would like to know how does one get to Cook County Jail? What does one do to end up at Cook County Jail? If a Chicago police officer arrests someone tonight, let’s say for possession of an illegal substance, what happens between the moment that they decide they are going to make that arrest and the most that one of your intake people sees them at Cook County Jail?
Tom:
Usually it’s about in the range of about 24 hours.
Ken:
Oh really?
Tom:
Yeah. It varies, because when someone is taken into custody for a felony offense, if you are taken into custody for a misdemeanor offense more often than that you’re brought to… So it’s a misdemeanor, you’re brought from the point of arrest to the local police district, and more often you’re allowed to just bond out then. You’re able to either just sign a bond paper. Put no money up or a small amount, or something along those lines, so I don’t see you. 
00:05:05
If it is a felony offense or if it’s a misdemeanor that there’s warrants or things like that that are outstanding they will fingerprint you. They will do a lot of preparatory paperwork and things like that. And then based on various things, because every case is unique, you will then make your way over to the Cook County Jail for a bond hearing at 26th and California, usually starting…people start getting dropped off…
Ken:
I’m going to get really detailed here. How do you get from the Police Department to there?
Tom:
The police drives you.
Ken:
The police drives you over there?
Tom:
Yeah, so whatever department it might be takes the individual from the local police district to 26th and California. There’s some nuances I mean truly that just confuse people with some other outlying courts and things like that, but by and large you’re taking them from that local police department to the jail at around 5 or 6 in the morning. And then you’re brought in and basically your custody is turned over to me, where I’m doing preparatory work to prepare you to get you in front of a judge within a few hours for a bond hearing, where it will be determined whether or not you’re staying in custody at our place, or you’re going to be given an [00:06:21 I-] bond. You’ve been given a bond that you can make the money for. And so that’s that determination. So shortly after our arrest, within usually about 24 hours, you’re taken to the local police station to 26th and California for a few hours to be prepared to go in front of a judge for a bond hearing, and that’s where your fate will be determined whether or not you stay in our custody or whether or not you go back to your home.   
Ken:
I’m going to really make a fool of myself. Is that an arraignment? 

Tom:
No, the arraignment occurs late on.
Ken:
Oh, that’s just a bond hearing. 
Tom:
That’s just a bond hearing.
Ken:
So at that point it is a judge and the judge says, and this is going to be important in the conversation later on, so at some point this judge says, “Well what you’ve done is important enough or serious enough that I’m going to attach a $10,000…?
Tom:
The judge is basically… They are given about 20-something different factors to look at. I mean they are all sort of common sensical things, so there’s nothing involving higher math here. But underlining it is the two decision points for a judge, are you too dangerous to put back in the community, A), or B) have you had a history of not showing up for court where I can’t let you out because you’ve been involved in the criminal justice system before and you never show up for court. You’re a risk. You’re a flight risk. You’re not going to show up. So those two factors are the only things you’re supposed to look at, but there’s other things you analyze at the same time. So the judge will look at those factors and then make a determination that will run the gamut from you pose no risk. You’re not a flight risk. You’re going to show up for court, so you just need to sign a piece of paper, put no money up and you can walk out the door. To the other end of the spectrum where there’s no amount of money that can make this community safe for you. You have no bond set.
Ken:
We hear about those all the time. There was no bond set. It was [00:08:10] dollars or something like that.
Tom:
Yeah. Within that spectrum then then you start getting into the wildly different varying amounts from $1,000, $100 to $5-million, and anywhere in between.
00:08:26
Ken:
Okay, just to keep us moving because we really want to get into the deeper issues too, so let’s follow a guy who gets, he’s told he’s got a $10,000 bond or whatever it is, so then if he doesn’t have the money on him right then to pay so he goes back into the jail?
Tom:
He goes back into the jail and he is then in the custody of the jail until he or his family or friends can come up with the money, and you put up 10%, so if it’s a $10,000 bond you’ve got to come up with $1,000. And then you’ll sit there until that amount of money is paid to the clerk. At that point we release you to leave, more often than not with very little strings attached. All bonds say you can’t commit a new crime and you’ve got to stay within the jurisdiction and a couple of other things, but there is this other thing called electronic monitoring, which was something that I advocated rather vociferously about nine or ten years ago now, to get the judiciary more engaged than that, and they have. The judiciary is doing a phenomenal job in that area right now, where we used to have routinely 4 to 500 people on electronic monitoring, we now have about 2,500. So when people are always talking about…  
Ken:
This is the ankle bracelet thing.
Tom:
Yeah, which means that literally you take the person’s cell out of…26th and California, you’ve taken the cell out of the jail and you’ve lifted the cell and put it into the person’s house. They can move within about a 1,500-foot radius around their house, but they can’t leave unless there’s a court order that says allowed to leave from noon until 4 o’clock on Wednesdays for school, or allowed to leave every morning at 7 until 6 at night for work. So there’s ways we can work within it, but it’s a different way of pretrial release. 

The one thing too Ken, I mean you felt bad that you were drilling too far into this, and I’m not going to get too far into the minutia, but the other part that the public really really really needs to understand, and I can’t emphasize enough to you, this isn’t a local, this is a national problem, in that so many of the problems involve with the criminal justice system, and the unjust incarceration of people sitting there for no reason for too long, so much of it is because there’s so much ignorance out there, where people really just don’t understand the system. And I always explain to folks they really aren’t supposed to. I mean law-abiding citizens why should they get into the minutia of the criminal justice system?

So they really do have a [pass], but here is the big big point that is as I say lost throughout the country, jails are meant to hold people waiting on their trial. It’s meant to hold people who are too dangerous and violent while they’re waiting on a trial, that’s it.

Ken:
As opposed to prisons?
Tom:
See, there’s the big difference Ken. I can’t emphasize enough to you how many people, people – even the criminal justice system who constantly confuse prisons and jails.
Ken:
And you hear them interchanged all the time. Sometimes in the same sentence. In a news report you will see the different…
Tom:
And Ken this isn’t like an insider getting all wound up about something so insignificant, no, it is so monumentally different. I mean prisons are where you go after you are convicted to serve a defined period of time and then you are released back to your community. Jails are just for people too dangerous to be out while they are waiting on the trial, nothing more and nothing less. And so people confuse them and in confusing them what gets lost in it people don’t think there’s anything over the top when someone is sitting in a jail for three or four or five years. They think well he did something bad. He may have done something bad, but that’s supposed to happen in prison, not the jail.
00:12:13
Ken:
But even that guy is presumed innocent, right? 
Tom:
Oh absolutely he is.
Ken:
Someone could commit a multiple murder and they arrive at your door and there’s abundant evidence that this person did it. I mean the blood is on him, but that guy is still presumed innocent because he has not had his trial yet. I mean that’s the Constitution, right?
Tom:
Yeah. It’s a very thoughtful way if it’s done right. Namely that no one should be thought of as being held in a jail because it’s part of the punishment. There’s a little sliver that just confuses people. Are there people that serve a sentence in a jail? Yes, this much. It’s always about 3 or 4% of my population. 
Ken:
You have some of those?
Tom:
Around the country it’s like that with different percentages, but it’s the smaller percentage in any jail. It’s people usually for a DUI that they’ve been convicted of it and the judge gives them two months in jail or two weeks in jail, things like that. It has to be less than a year, but it always confuses the discussion. By and large…
Ken:
So it’s just inefficient to take that person and ship him downstate or something. 
Tom:
Yeah, the law has made that distinction, but the reality of it is jails have a defined purpose that has some philosophical underpinnings that get thrown out the window when people confuse the two.
Ken:
Absolutely right. So, how many folks do you have on a given day? I’ve seen many interviews with you where you just spew out these statistics. I don’t know how you manage to keep... You know your daily census.
Tom:
It drives my staff crazy by the way because they are like how do you remember all this stuff?
Ken:
How many people are in Cook County Jail today?
Tom:
So today we have about in the physical buildings we have about 7,600. 
Ken:
Really? 7,600?
Tom:
Yeah, but see here’s the big thing, the last year our population has dropped about 4 or 500, in that range. We’ve been hovering right around 80 to 100.
Ken:
It was as high as almost 10,000 at one point.
Tom:
Yeah, but see here’s the thing, here’s where I always tell people, I go we can’t run around slapping each other on the back and saying mission… No, no, no, we’ve got so much work to do here, and it doesn’t help us when we don’t have the facts and then we make things up. The reality is has the population inside the jail go down? Yes it has. It has gone down, but, what has caused that? And then people are always talking about all this other stuff. The reality of it is I went from having on average 500 people on the electronic monitoring to about 2,500, so do the math. That’s a 2,000-person difference, and when my population has been 8,200 most of the time, 8,200 plus 2,000 gets you to what, 10,200. 
Ken:
Yeah.
Tom:
So the number of people in my physical custody that hasn’t dropped that much. Where I’m housing it has changed, as opposed to putting them in the confines of the jail that number has gone down, but the number of people in my custody still, because the people on electronic monitoring are still in my custody, that number…
Ken:
They are technically still in jail really, sort of.
00:15:13


Tom:
Yeah, so that’s number been somewhat consistent, so we haven’t had a huge drop. But nationally every jurisdiction for the last five or six years there has been a drop of jail populations and prison populations, so we’ve seen the same thing. So there isn’t any magic going on in our jurisdiction where we can sit there and say, “Oh wow, you’ve closed all these buildings. You’re knocking buildings down. The numbers have dropped.” No. Nationally all the numbers have gone down, A), and B) we have changed our way of confining people from predominantly always putting them in a jail to now having a large percentage in this electronic monitoring program. 


Ken:
We’ll stop the lessons here in just a moment.

Tom:
No, but they’re significant though, because you know what Ken, one of things that people talk about all the time and rightfully so, is how the criminal justice system gets horribly misused at times, and where if the wrong people are in there, and I always talk about the mentally ill, but there’s many other people in there because they’re poor. And what so often hurts us is that people have in their mind, and that’s why I love the fact that you wanted to sort of talk about this part of it, because people have in their mind that okay, bad person gets arrested, bad person goes to the jail.

Ken:
Let them rot in jail.

Tom:
That person sits in jail. That person then goes to prison, the bad person is parole and then back to the community. That’s not the truth. That is absolutely not the truth. 
Ken:
That’s not what this is.
Tom:
20% of the people that come into my jail in a given year have their cases either dropped or they’re found not guilty.
Ken:
When they finally get to trial.
Tom:
At some point in that process. But overall, of all the people to come into my jail in a given year about 80% of them go straight from my jail to the community. So this notion that everyone goes from the jail to the prison and so on that’s just not true. And here’s where it kills us. Where it kills us is that people then put all the emphasis on re-entry programs at the prison location, and they put all the money into the prison re-entries and rehabilitation stuff and they ignore the jail, so they’re all going to prison. They’re not all going to prison, okay. The vast majority, 80-something % are going back to the community and no one is doing anything.
00:17:18
Ken:
See now, I betcha you could stop 1,000 people on the street and 999 wouldn’t know that, including me. I wouldn’t have known that.


Tom:
And Ken think about this for a second, it would be one thing if we’re talking about making widgets, and I’m telling you why, this nuance part of it it requires you to do it blue color as opposed to red color. No, no, no, if we’re going to reform the criminal justice system, if we are going to put a thoughtful process…people up to succeed and not fail, how [00:17:45] on where their exit point to the community is and you don’t even know.
Ken:
What is the average length of stay for an individual? Is there such a number?
Tom:
Yeah there is, and it’s one of those ones Ken that people play around with.
Ken:
It’s kind of not a significant number?
Tom:
You know, ours was always historically one of the higher ones around the country, but honest to God, I would be lying to you if I would say I would bet my mortgage on the accuracy of that number. Why? Because it’s either based on what they call a snapshot [00:18:13] a given day what’s the length of stay for everybody in that population. And then there’s other studies that say okay, over the course of a year the average time people spent, so the numbers are apples and oranges all the time. 

For clarity though, we have people that sit in our jail for I think I have two people in custody right now who have been in custody for nine years waiting for their trial. I think I have like three who have been waiting eight years, and then I’ve got I think ten or 15 waiting six years, and then the numbers keep expanding. And what I’ve often told people is listen, I’m not going to play games and say all the judges are bad. No, no, I’m not going to play games like that. What I will tell you is that there are some great judges, there’s some horrible judges, just like every other field, and then there’s a great many of them in the middle. My concern all the time was that there has to be a more thoughtful case management system, because usually those cases, the eight and nine-year ones there is a reason. Not necessarily a [00:19:12] reason why it’s been that long, but usually that’s a murder case and has some complication attached to it, whatever, okay. 

Many jurisdictions would sit there and say well nonetheless you should get through it. I mean look at that Dylan Roof that just occurred. He went to trial on a death penalty case in a year, in a year, and there was mental health issues involved with that and things like that, so whatever. My point though is that larger group, where you have no explanation, why in God’s name is any stolen car case taking more than three months. He was in the car or wasn’t in the car? A drug case, it was possession. Either he had the drugs or didn’t have the drugs. People say well the lab takes a while, this and that and the other thing. The reality of it is there are certain cases, stolen car cases, burglaries, that should never be in the system for more than months, I mean literally three to four months.

Ken:
But they are. 
Tom:
Oh, yes, they are. 
00:19:58
Ken:
I mean, give me a sense of that. Obviously you seem to be saying that there are too many people who are being held for too long, and that would be the judiciary would be at fault there, right?


Tom:
Yeah. And once again, underlying it is…
Ken:
I mean I’m sure they’ve got their problems too. We could get Tim Evans here and he would be telling me his set of issues.
Tom:
Yeah. And I can just tell you that there’s some really good judges, and here’s my own personal experience, I was a prosecutor. I was in front of many different judges. There was one judge in particular that I had, he was incredible. He held people to dates, both sides though, and it worked. I knew when I assigned to a courtroom I was going to be there at least six months, and I did not want to spend six months in this horrible environment, because I’m not prepared for trial and the judge hates me as a result of it. The public defender felt the same way, and so there was more than subtle pressures that a judge could put on everyone in the room to say these cases are going to move. And I had one judge who was amazing like that. When dates are set people move. I had another judge on the other spectrum, nothing ever got done. Everything was continued. Dates meant nothing and it worked for apparently somebody.
Ken:
Somebody benefits from just moving those dates all the time, right?
Tom:
Yeah. I mean to be honest with you there’s all these different factors that are very real, but they aren’t good ones. I mean none of them are good enough to say they should be held in a jail. But think about this for a second Ken, virtually all of our prisons in Illinois are in Southern Illinois, quite a distance away. So for many of the defendants up here once they go down there they’re not going to see their family and friends again. So would they rather spend time up here, because you get credit for all the time you sit at my place. So if you get a five-year sentence, and say you did do it and you know you did it and you all pretty much know you’re looking at five years. You might have even had your lawyer and the State’s Attorney a discussion where they offered you five years, you might sit there and say well, if I can burn 2½ or 3 years up here and I get credit for this and that… 
Ken:
Oh, I never thought of that. This will be a much better place to be than being at Menard or something.
Tom:
We have 1,000 people a year who serve all their time with me. They get a sentence and they literally are driven down to Stateville. They fill out some paperwork and then they give them money for a bus to come back. 
Ken:
But you also have people who serve more time than they get as their sentence, right? 
Tom:
Oh God, yeah. 
Ken:
You get a lot of those. 
Tom:
By the time their sentence is resolved, they call it dead days, people have gone beyond what the sentence would have been, and you don’t get credit for that. It’s not like they give you a voucher.  
Ken:
They can’t exactly give you your days back.
Tom:
Yeah, or a voucher for your next time you get involved with the criminal justice system. And those numbers are stunning too. I mean those are I mean hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of days. This isn’t something where it was one or two days, there are hundreds of days beyond what they end up getting. 

00:22:47
And so the system just is not terribly thoughtful and underlying it is loads of good people in the system, but it’s horribly inefficient and there’s very little pressure on anybody to move cases. And people will often say well the defendant has a speedy trial, right. That is virtually never used. It is virtually never used, and there’s different pressures put on people there too. There’s this subtle pressure that people here, that if you force the trial and you are found guilty they are going to really hit you hard on the sentencing for doing that. Whether any of that stuff is true or not I don’t know. All I do not is that objectively a speedy trial never comes into play. 
Ken:
You know there was an amazing television performance a few months ago that I think was one of the most amazing things I’ve seen in years of you and Toni Preckwinkle and Tim Evans on Chicago Tonight, and you guys really mixed it up. You really got into this whole debate about look, we know there are problems, but maybe you are responsible for this or you are responsible for that. And it was incredible to watch and I’m just really wondering how you feel about that now with having some distance from that. 
Tom:
I know that the number of years, days, weeks I have as being sheriff are very limited, and boy oh boy, I better have a sense of urgency. Because the one thing I’ve learned and being involved in the government and particularly being down in Springfield people get very collegial. It’s great to be collegial and have a decent relationship with people, but sometimes what happens is everybody is afraid to upset somebody, and so no one pushes an issue because this person isn’t comfortable and this one is not comfortable and so on. Well guess what, we don’t have the luxury of sitting there and taking our time. I always tell people we have about 200 people a day leave our jail, and if I’m not putting a plan together for them virtually no one else is. And I don’t have the luxury to sit back and say we’re going to get around to that, and you know all the mentally ill people that are being jumped in the jail and stuff we’re studying that. We’re having meetings, good meetings. I mean the doughnuts are great, the sandwiches are awesome, good meetings. It’s like you know what, I’m done with that stuff, and I tell people, I go, listen, we have these unique little windows where we can affect change to help real people, and it is the height of outrage to sit there and burn that time, because I just don’t want to upset anybody. I just want to be friends. I don’t want anybody not to like me and I want to run for this or that or this or that. I was like no, be happy with the job you have now and knock it out of the park, and don’t leave anything left on the table when you’re done to sit there and say I wish I took that issue on. I wish I took that issue. I wish I was more aggressive.
00:25:20
And as I say, from being in the jail Ken I see and I talk to these people, and when you’re talking to an individual who you absolutely know shouldn’t be there, you know this person is mentally ill. Their crime was based on their illness, nothing more and nothing less and you’re going to sit around and sit there and say, “Well nothing we can do.”

Ken:
That’s the system.
Tom:
Yeah, it’s the system, and they use that. That’s the system. The system doesn’t have to be that way if you care.
Ken:
Among the many things that you have talked about I would say eloquently are bail bonds and what you have referred to as the criminalization of mental illness, and I think it’s such a critical issue to talk about. We’ve managed to get this far in our conversation without even discussing probably one of your greatest talking points, which is that you run the biggest mental institution in the country. What do we do about that? How many people did you have on a given day do you feel are there because of mental illness?
00:26:23
Tom:
Our numbers don’t really fluctuate that much as far as that number goes. I can give you a pretty decent number. It’s right around between 23% and 30%, in that range. Where the fluctuation only occurs is whether or not they stay in my custody or whether they are released to the street. Because one of the things I did years ago because I was trying to get at this issue and I felt that if I just enlightened people, that if the judges at bond court just knew that these people that they are seeing were mentally ill, and that was what the underlying reason that they are here is, not because of a criminal nature, I could change some of the outcomes. And mind you, that experiment was a miserable failure. The judiciary didn’t buy into any of the stuff I was doing. 

But, I have now people to execute that. I put people at the front end, so at the point where people were being dropped off by police departments I was doing this intensive interviewing of them that had never been done before, with the angle of being almost exclusively mental illness and what is your mental illness issues, do you have them, what’s the history, are you on medications? All these different things. The thing that has been startling about that those numbers don’t deviate. The number of mails coming in on a given day is always about 31%. The number of females is 40 to 50%.

Ken:
Really?
Tom:
Yeah, and you know what, honest to God Ken, I thought that that was going to be an anomaly and that that would change over a period of time. Years of doing this the number hasn’t changed at all. Now why that plays out is my overall number being between you know 23 and 30% of my in-custody, is that some of those numbers, the 30s and the 45% female get released, A), and B) when you start doing the math, which isn’t my strong suit, females are the smallest part of my population. They are always about like 7% of my population. But any way you cut it the number is really astounding, and the vast majority of them are in there on ridiculously silly offenses. They really are. I mean listen, I’m a former prosecutor, so I’m not trying to minimize the violence, no. We have bad evil people in that jail, absolutely evil, and they need to be kept away from society. How they got to be evil, you know that’s a whole nother debate, but I always like to have a little perspective around here. Yes, there is bad in this world. There is evil in this world. As far as representative of the jail that’s my smallest percent. The largest percent are people that have made mistakes, people you can work with, and people who are going back to the community, so we better get a plan.
Ken:
200 a day.
Tom:
[00:28:57] a plan together for them. And for many of them the underlying reason is mental health issues. And so if we don’t identify them, we don’t treat them and then put together a thoughtful plan we all ought to quit. We just ought to give it up because you were just perpetuating the system. And so we started the identification process years ago and we put all sorts of really neat additional thoughtful programming in place with this goal of putting a success plan together for everybody. But here’s the thing, this is truly a national problem. I go, not often, I don’t leave the jurisdiction because I have some young kids I hate being away from, so I don’t leave often, but I have gone to Washington.
Ken:
I have read that in the paper.
Tom:
Yeah, it’s the truth. I don’t leave. [Chuckles] I do go to Washington maybe once or twice a year and I drive there. I drive there literally, drive one day, speak that day and drive right back. 
Ken:
That’s not possible. It’s like a 12-hour drive.
Tom:
I do it. I’ve got this buddy of mine. We hop in the car and off we go. Charge the taxpayers nothing, but I do it because it’s a national issue, and it is truly a national disgrace. It’s not a local disgrace. It’s a national disgrace going out throughout our country is a criminalization of the mentally ill, because we absolutely affirmatively know that we’re not funding any of these programs that people need, and we affirmatively know when you don’t do that certain things naturally occur. I hear it all the time, people will have problems with some mental health issues. It won’t be being treated. They won’t be on the medications. They are living at home because of the issues they have had. They’ve lost their job years ago. They’re living at home. Their family is trying trying trying. The families can’t do it anymore. There’s a domestic case at the house, they’re asked to leave. They have nowhere to go. They’re wandering the streets. They find a place to stay, they’re not supposed to be there, they get arrested. They are trying to find something to eat, they get arrested. It’s the most inhumane thoughtless system that you could devise, and in addition to put the cherry on top of it it’s the most expensive one.
00:30:50
And to put it in perspective, say I have about 2,000 diagnosed mentally ill people in my custody on a given day, the largest mental health hospital in New York has 300 people. I am the largest mental health hospital under anyone’s analysis in the country and what does that say about us as a society? I mean truly what does it say? I often tell people, I go, “If you were to have the ability to go back in history and interview people in England in the 1850s and say hey, what do you think about yourself? What do you think about what you’re doing in England?” They would sit there and say, “Well I think we’re doing pretty well. In England here we’ve eliminated slavery. In England here we have done amazing things on the educational side.”
Ken:
Technology. 

Tom:
They would probably be saying that. Not a one of them would sit there and say, ‘Oh we’re horrible people.’ They would all say we’re pretty good, all these advances going on. What do we know? 150-something years later on when we think of that, all we think of is the books that were written at the time primarily by Charles Dickens. It was a horrible place. They locked people up. They threw them in jail for being mentally ill, for being poor, whatever it is. So when you think of those people you think of the most horrific ways, and I often say to myself 100 years from now when they look at us, I think they’re sitting there saying, “Oh God what noble people and the amazing things they did.” I’m saying, “Oh my God, those are the ones that have the mentally ill people locked in prisons and jails.” 

Ken:
My own grandmother died in what was called Bedlam in London and buried somewhere in a pauper’s grave somewhere out there. We don’t even know where because she was very severely mentally ill. I’m getting jealous of our time. We have to talk about…

Tom:
I told you I’m my own worst enemy.

00:32:36 

Ken:
No, no, no – me too. We have to talk a little bit about the bail bond situation and the fact that you are trying to work on that. But I think I want to skip ahead a little bit and talk, the elephant in the room here is the DOJ report which has just landed. Here’s what Toni Preckwinkle said in the Chicago Sun-Times this very morning. She said that she is drawing from her experience previously serving as fourth ward alderman and she said, “What I found as alderman is that 95% of our officers are good and decent people who work very hard every day at a very difficult job. But it’s been obvious to me since I moved to Chicago in the 1960s, there is a pervasive racism that afflicts the department institutionally, and too many of its officers individually, and this report confirms this, I don’t want to have you judge the Chicago Police Department.” You are not affiliated with it, but you see the results of Chicago policing every day. You deal with Chicago policing every day. You must have read the report and you must have some sense of whether it even touches accurately on what the situation is.  
Tom:
Well you know, I’ve read most of the report. You know I haven’t dove into all the different parts of it yet, because it just came out and I have quite a few other things on my plate. 
Ken:
Yeah, I bet you do. 
Tom:
I keep busy. I think what it speaks to is the fact that there are changes that need to be made in the system and that historically there’s been issues there. I think in Chicago we’ve known a lot about this, particularly lately with one of the lawsuits that have popped up, but underlying what Toni references as well, I know so many different Chicago police officers I interact with at different points and times, and just incredibly good decent people who truly do have a very very very difficult job. And I often tell people the difficulty of the job doesn’t immunize people from being thoughtless, racist. No, no. Racism is horrific anywhere. It’s vile. It’s horrible. It needs to be stamped out. But what people I don’t think fully appreciate are the nuances of what these jobs really entail, and the most decent people in the world are seeing the most horrible situations all the time. They are seeing people at their worst all the time.
00:35:18
And so, does that have a way of sometimes numbing people? I guess it can. And so I think things like this are incredibly demoralizing to all the decent people out there. I know like in my office we’ve had our problems. We will have an officer do something illegal and be charged and things like that. And I just know that it casts a [00:35:38] over the whole place because everyone feels as if we’re all being brought into that same type of discussion as well. And so I think the report itself I think it something that can be a very valuable tool. I mean we’ve worked with the Department of Justice for years over at the jail and things.

Ken:
You’ve had your own. You’ve been under observation since what?
Tom:
Basically since the day I started. They came in basically when I started, and most of the things that they were talking about were historical things and I understand that and whatever. And many of the people I work with were very helpful. Some of it got to be a little bit much, I’ll be quite frank with you, where you sat there and said to yourself, I mean my God, we are so far on the other end of the spectrum here and doing just these incredibly thoughtful things for detainees to be really holding my feet to the fire on some nuance part that is so beyond anything that is expected when someone is taken into custody. It gets to be a bit of a problem and it gets to be expensive too.

So a lot of what I think is in there is incredibly helpful. I think it sort of follows up on some of the things that that task force that they had talked about as well. And so it will really come down to frankly the follow-up, because I can tell you from our standpoint, all good and fine for someone to issue report, it’s a question of what you do with it and whether your heart is really into it.

00:37:00
Ken:
You raise a very interesting question that’s been kind of on my mind a lot. The report clearly just damns the department for its training and says that its training is ancient and obsolete and so on and so forth. There doesn’t seem to be much disagreement with that. I think the Mayor and Eddie Johnson have both said that they kind of agree with that I think. So that’s an important of it, but you’ve also raised another part and I don’t think we ever hear anybody talk about that. I cannot imagine what it would be like to be a jail or prison guard. Of all the jobs in the world I just can’t imagine the cumulative damage that it must do to your psyche. It’s a very difficult job, because you’re just dealing with difficult and especially in prisons hopeless people all day long.
Tom:
And who don’t want to be there. 
Ken:
Don’t want to be there and whose only really last resort is to get violent or to act out in some way or another, and you have to punish them. And I’m not analogizing that to a street cop. It’s not quite the same thing, but it is as you say, after about ten years on the job I mean maybe we ought to say that no one should have these jobs for longer than eight or ten years, because it’s not humanly possible to cast away so much of the stuff that you’ve seen and experienced. So there’s a kind of a corollary to training, which is, I don’t know what it is. It’s counseling. It’s like there needs to be some kind of mandatory…
Tom:
Yeah.
Ken:
You get time off where you sit down and reflect.
Tom:
Yeah.
Ken:
Or you meet with other people and get your tank filled with niceness or something. [Laughs] I don’t know what I’m saying here, but there is something to this.
Tom:
What you’re talking about is very significant Ken, because the reality of it is we’re all humans, and any human put in a difficult situation day in and day out is going to react in different ways, but certainly I guarantee you it will all be within a spectrum, and these are really difficult environments to be in each and every day. And so I always tell people I challenge you to find a more difficult job than being a correctional officer, I really do. I mean day in, day out, to be dealing with people who don’t want to be there, and then you’re dealing with people who by and large have a lot of other issues – mental health issues, poverty issues, been victims of domestic abuse are the other group, the evil evil people. And I have an entire division of people who by and large are close to evil, and they not only don’t want to be there they want to hurt everyone around them. They want to try to take on correctional officers and things like that, and to try to keep people balanced at all times is always hard. 

Because I can’t tell you… I just recently watched a video of one of our sergeants, and actually it’s on our website. We have a bunch of them and we put them all up now, but we had a detainee, didn’t want to come out of his cell and he had tried to hurt I think his roommate, and so we’re trying to get him out of there. And he put his mattress up against the opening to his cell so we couldn’t spray OC spray in there. And he wouldn’t come out and we were worrying about someone being harmed.
Ken:
What is OC spray?
Tom:
Pepper spray. And so our officers are there giving him orders. There’s no swearing. There’s no derogatory terms. You need to open your door. You need to get this mattress down. Boom boom boom. Not doing it. We’re videotaping the whole thing and the sergeant finally goes up and he pushes the mattress aside and sprays some OC spray in there to get him to comply. He’s still not doing it. He goes up there a second time to do it and as he does it the inmate pulls the mattress aside and throws feces all over. 


We shortly thereafter get in there. No one harms the guy. No one does anything to him. And then the camera turns on the sergeant. He’s covered, his entire face and chest is covered with it. And I’m sitting there seeing this, the amount of restraint that that gentleman showed was absolutely unreal, absolutely unreal. And that is what happens day in and day out there, but do people go the other way sometimes? They do. You try to stay on top of it, but you just really want the public to fully understand all of the facts here, but the part you’re talking about though Ken is so significant, and that’s where it gets sort of pushed aside. For many people, training has always been sort of a bit of a joke. It’s like oh you go check the box, you know. 
Ken:
Right. Right.
Tom:
We got sued for this thing so we now have to put a video out. Go sleep through the class and boom, that’s what it is. You do that you get what you pay for, because the reality is training is everything, because not only it keeps you up to speed with changes in the law, changes in technology, all the rest of that stuff, but more importantly has the ability to really get into the psyche of people Ken, just what you were just talking about now, to try to get people to sort of in their own world de-escalate, and to sort of be able to sit back and look at things a little bit differently and sort of tone it down a little bit. 

And so those things are all very significant. They are very helpful, and I do think across the country that training has always been seen as a check the box off type of thing. And I think that’s what gotten people into so much problems there, and frankly not fully appreciating what you just said about what the physical toll takes on the individual person. And you have to have things going that way. All my people have the CIT training, so all of my police officers on the street, my correctional, all the staff, they all get this advanced training in mental health.  

Ken:
CIT is?
Tom:
Crisis Intervention Training. It’s in the DOJ report saying that they need to have it and they need to have more of it and all this stuff. We’ve been doing it now for years and it’s been such a valuable tool to give to our employees. And I can’t tell you how many have said God it was the best class I’ve ever been in. But that element of it, but then also working with them on the personal side of it in their own personal issues they may be having too. So it really has to be this comprehensive type of thoughtful approach to try to get at the realities out there, and not just give people training on the latest technology and the latest court decision. People will sleepwalk through that, but to really get at the heart of it.
00:43:02
Ken:
I mentioned earlier on that you were in the legislature for a long time, and one of 
the things that was kind of a signature of yours I believe was that you were always trying to work on new gun laws. I know you were working with Mayor Daley, and if I recall correctly none of them ever…
Tom:
Oh that was batting 1,000.
Ken:
Nothing, yeah, negative 1,000. 
Tom:
Oh please, please. I was so wildly ineffective.
Ken:
So let me ask you this, on this day as we are now in brand new 2017, and we are all subject to the Trump administration, do we as a society have all the laws we need to protect us against, at the very least repeat gun offenders?
Tom:
No. It’s interesting too Ken, when I became sheriff I really, I don’t want to say became disengaged from the gun legislation, real engaged on the street gun related issues and trying to use the laws we have, but have really not put my toe in the water much on the legislative front. Reason being, I’ve told many people if we weren’t able to change laws after what happened at Sandy Hook we never will. And so I truly truly admire the advocates and their persistence in working on different things here and there, but the notion that we’re going to come up with some type of comprehensive type of plan on guns is just not going to happen. It’s not going to happen. We’re better off trying to come up with other strategies and other ways to deal with the gun issues. And they are not the most effective, no, but it will be a better use of your time.
Ken:
The reason I asked this is because there’s been a huge debate over the last X-number of years about this very topic, that we already have lots of laws. I mean it’s not legal to walk around with an unlegal or unlicensed firearm, and it certainly isn’t legal to discharge it, at least not… That’s complicated, but you know what I’m saying. 
Tom:
Yeah.
00:45:08
Ken:
You can get arrested. You can get put in prison for that, and if you shoot someone you’re going to get put in prison, and if you do it more than twice you’re… I really do not understand this. It’s like I find a lot of people who are saying we have got to make… Eddie Johnson says it, the Mayor says it, they say we’ve got to stiffen these penalties. We’ve got to be able to get the repeat offenders off the street. And I do not understand, and maybe this is outside of your juris prudence too, but I don’t understand why we can’t do that know. What’s wrong? I’m sorry to keep going here, but Eddie Johnson said at the thing that you did at the City Club, he said their strategic subject was this 1,400 people. And every time something horrible happens, you know we get a violent weekend where 300 people are shot or something, well, many people are shot, and Eddie Johnson or the police superintendent will say, “Yeah, 70% of them were on our list of 1,400 people.” How can that, I don’t want to be anti-civil liberties here, but how can that be? I mean if we know these people isn’t there some kind of outreach that can be done? I’m just so confused about it.
Tom:
It’s very difficult and very complex, I mean it truly is. I always find myself puzzled when people try to simplify it, when they say do this one thing or this thing. No. There is a slew of things that could be more helpful, and they collectively if they are done won’t eliminate the problem, but they will definitely make it better. And are there some gun laws that can be helpful? Yeah, I do think that if the gun laws were changed where there was much more ability of law enforcement to access information, I mean right now I can’t even get access to people who make multiple gun purchases. So if I want to try and get at maybe someone who is flooding an area with guns I can’t, the sheriff, I can’t get from the ATF the information on individuals who are buying more than one gun. Why? Because that’s just how the rules are.

00:47:25
Where I think the public misses it is that the assault weapon bans and things like that that people talk about, they are more symbolic. You will have the horrible case where they are used, but day in and day out the guns that are being used to kill people in the streets of Chicago are handguns, and assault weapon bans would have minimal impact on any of that. Where we’re really really held back is our complete and total, and it’s the truth, this isn’t my version of it, the complete and total inability to get data to try to find out sources of guns, who is purchasing the guns, who has this many guns. Because why? That goes at the heart of a lot of people’s underlying concern, namely that myself and the rest of the law enforcement community we stay up at night trying to figure out how we can get guns out of your houses, and we want to know everyone with guns, so when that bad event occurs we’re all going to kick in doors and grab people’s guns. No, we don’t.
Ken:
So it’s that heart of that second amendment argument.
Tom:
It really is, and to be honest with you, I always really have no time for people who don’t want to confront it. You know you talk about the elephant in the room. People will dance around it this way and the other. Underlying it is a complete and total distrust of government’s motives. They really truly feel that we have ulterior motives, that we want to just have this elaborate list of everyone with guns. We will know who has it and we will take them, we will confiscate, we will do this and the other thing.
Ken:
If you had that how would that change what’s on the street in Chicago now? Obviously as you say it’s complicated, but what good would it do?
Tom:
It would help us narrow where these guns are coming from. We get broad broad pictures of locations, like the states that they are coming from, because you can find the initial point of sale. You can get that information, but beyond that it then starts getting very vague, as far as where the gun came from, who bought it last, who transferred it last. The notion that somehow all these guns are killing people in the City of Chicago were all stolen out of legitimate gunowners’ houses who then filed a police report and we can figure that out, that’s not the truth. There’s virtually none of that going on, and so that would be helpful, but as I mentioned at the onset that wouldn’t end it. It absolutely wouldn’t end it, but would it be ridiculously helpful to have access to data that we are absolutely prohibited from getting? Yes, we are. That would be helpful.

But where I think the big picture is, is the acknowledgement that these communities are in tremendous crisis, and when I say that, other than the obvious there’s all this horrific death going on and innocent people losing their lives, but there is this notion that somehow there’s a quick fix. There isn’t. The guys, I will talk to the detainees at times, and they will tell me… 
Ken:
Yeah, you actually get to see them.
Tom:
Yeah, and I will say to them…
Ken:
You have control over them.
Tom:
Yeah, and I’m not a dummy. I figure a way to talk to them where I’m not asking them to tell me about their own case, but I’m saying why all the guns out there? Why do people have guns? And they will tell me flat-out, they will tell me absolutely that I would rather get caught with a gun and whatever penalty that is attached to it than be caught without a gun, because then I’m dead. And then they follow-up with saying everybody has got them. Everyone has got access to them. And so then you have to sit there and say okay, well we’ve got to try to narrow the sources the guns are coming. That’s where the data would help us if we could have some of that. 
00:50:37
But, the bigger problem is with the guys that are shooting the guns the things that they shoot each other over is truly the most ridiculous insignificant things you can imagine.

Ken:
So guys like you and me.
Tom:
Yeah, I think to most anyone to be honest with you. There are slights. That would be like me saying you know your water was horrible today so I’m going to shoot you. I mean it’s literally over little things like that. In the days gone by, and I’m…trying to say that the good old days of Larry [00:51:07].
Ken:
The good old days of Larry Hoover, when Larry Hoover ran things were so much better. 
Tom:
They weren’t. I mean the number of people killed was higher and all the rest of this stuff, but within the gangs there was some degree of structure and some ability to know that it wasn’t good for business to just have all of this random shooting going on. Yeah, there was. Right now there is a very difficult, high degree of difficulty predicting it. I mean is there some data that will give you your strategic subject list and you have it narrowed down to certain people in certain regions. You can’t. But when you have these factions of factions of gangs there’s no longer this notion that if you remember the GDs, you’re safe because you’re a GD too. Uh-uh. You’re a GD faction from three blocks over and you might as well be in the Vice Lords as far as that matters, so there’s no… But just as importantly, the impetuous nature of the shootings and what precipitates them is unreal. I mean they truly are Facebook slights, Twitter slights, you name it, so that’s hard to stop that. 
00:52:18
Ken:
So, is it hopeless? If we just kind of reached a point where society is broken down, the first pieces of the iceberg are just breaking off of our society and there’s just nothing we can do.
Tom:
It’s not hopeless, but what it is is complicated and you have to be in it for the long haul. The notion that you’re going to pass a bill in Springfield or Washington heaven forbid is ludicrous. That’s not going to make the change. It’s going to be a series of things, and within that is truly creating jobs for these communities that are having all this violence in them, and putting more stability into the different type of things that you would want in a community. Because if you think about it, at some point for younger people is there is some bizarre notion of some glory being involved with a gang, maybe. We can go through all sorts of studies on that, but the reality is most people would crave a stable life, a job where they can support themselves, their family, and we just know factually. In so many of these communities those don’t exist there, and so it reduces options. 

And so, for many of the people caught up in the violence, I will never forget a guy I talked to in jail, he was leaving, and I talk to the inmates to find out how are we treating you, and this guy was saying oh this is the best it’s ever been. I was like well, that means you’ve been here before. He goes, “Yeah, yeah.” I go, “Do you like being here?” He goes, “No, no, no, I want to get home with my family. I’ve got kids.” I said, “Well that’s great,” I go, “But what are you going to tell me,” because he said he was leaving in the next few days, I go…because he was pleading out, he was getting probation, “What are you going to tell me to lead me to believe that you are not coming back here?” And he thought for a few seconds. He thoughts for a couple of seconds and he said, “You know sheriff, I’m probably coming back.” I said, “Why is that? You said you don’t want to be here,” and he goes, “I’m not blaming anybody, but I’m going back to where I came from which is the norm. Almost everyone who leaves the jail goes back to the community they came from.” He goes, “We didn’t have a lot of jobs when I left and now I’ve got a felony conviction. I’ve got to do something to get money so I’ll probably end up going back to selling dope, because they are always looking for someone to stand on the corner and sell dope.”
Ken:
That’s one job opportunity that’s always open.
Tom:
Yeah, and he goes, “I can make some money doing that and you guys will probably catch me and I will probably end up back in here.” And I remember I said, “I hope that doesn’t happen and good luck,” and off he went. And I remember thinking to myself his thinking was somewhat logical. It wasn’t as if I was looking at a guy who is one of these other evil people who is looking at me saying, “I want to get out and I want to hurt people and I want to create mayhem and damage.”
Ken:
I’m going to get even, yeah.
Tom:
And so when I was sitting there thinking about it he was saying to me because what he’s doing has a logical thread to it, we as a society should figure out how we can change that and make it go in a different direction. Underlying many of them, and when you talk about the gun violence, so when a guy goes out in the street to sell dope do many of them then carry guns because they are afraid of getting ripped off by someone else? Yes, they have a gun, and now all of a sudden they see three guys coming up to them and they are worried and they pull their gun out and all that stuff. Yes. And so my point is if that guy was never on the corner, if he wasn’t selling dope, he had a job that shooting would never have occurred, and corner would have either no one on there or someone else on there, whatever it is. 

So my point is is that the complexities here are many. There’s no two ways about it, but underlying it is we have to give people other options and other opportunities and then we can mitigate it. There’s always going to be evil violent people. We need to get them, arrest them, take them away from society forever. But for these other people who get brought into it because of you know just the nature of where they’re at at the time, we have to give them other options, or otherwise it is hopeless.

00:56:05
Ken:
[Laughs] Thanks for that.


Tom:
Yeah, I’m always cheering people up.
Ken:
[Laughs] That’s your job is to be Mr. Bright.
Tom:
Should I pivot into talking about throwing people out on the street with evictions now?
Ken:
No, no, no. We have to let you go. We agreed that we would let you go minutes ago.
Tom:
The evictions are amazing. We have transformed evictions in this county. We are the leader in the country, like we are treating the mentally ill thoughtfully, in social work concepts to try to work with families to get them other locations and to remove a lot of the trauma of being evicted. And at the same time working with landlords to make sure that they aren’t being manipulated, because boy oh boy there’s a lot of them that have… They have tenants who know the law better than the lawyers do, and so we’ve done some marvelous things there. So even in the areas that traditionally are just really dark and gloomy, I really feel we’ve turned a lot of corners there.
Ken:
Well I like the thing about putting that like two-day cushion at the end, right. You don’t have that thing of you just come home and all your stuff is in the street. 
Tom:
Yeah.
Ken:
That’s gone. That’s a major thing.
Tom:
It’s even beyond that, where I mean we go out to these houses weeks ahead of time and talk with the families and we talk with people, and so they have weeks to prepare for other alternatives. We put them in contact with lawyers if they think there’s some issues there, and then drive home to them the realities that this is going to happen. Let’s not make this traumatic. Let’s make it thoughtful. And so we’ve taken areas that are pretty bad and depressing and really made them good, you know, made them good, and that’s why with the gun and the violence and things like that, there are avenues there, they are just much more complicated than things such as this.
Ken:
That’s something just a couple of little changes in policy can make a big difference, yeah. We obviously could go on for hours more.
Tom:
Well we’ll do this again.
Ken:
Let’s make that a deal. We will have you come back.
Tom:
It took me literally ten minutes to get here from the jail.
Ken:
Yeah. We have these new studios right near the jail. 
Tom:
Lucky you.
00:58:05
Ken:
[Laughs] Lucky us. Gary McCarthy, is he going to run for Mayor? Do you think he’s running for Mayor? I have to wonder.
Tom:
You know I don’t know what his thinking is. I just know that historically people who have not been involved with politics, once they start getting closer to making a decision one way or the other they start looking and saying, “You know what, I don’t want to deal with that.” So I mean, truly, I was in discussion with a gentleman last night about this sort of thing, it’s really part of the reason why we have so much dysfunction and paralysis and just really the state of our government, you know, whether it’s federal or state, local, whatever you want to say is not good. And the public is rightfully fed-up and done with it all, but so much of it is because good people don’t want to get involved. They look at it and say listen, do I want to put myself in that type of an arena, that type of scrutiny, those headaches and all the rest of this and that and the other thing? Or do I just want to really just think of my family, raise my family and make some money? It’s really sad though, it really is. I mean I cannot tell you how much good people I know who just would never run for public office, and there lies the problem, and then you’re left with some of the other people to get involved with it because it’s the ego. The ego is driving it. I want everyone to know that I’m an important person and I’m a bigshot and I’ll be taken out to dinner and I’ll be taken to all these great places. And that gets us this train wreck we have.


Ken:
I just raise this because this has been just been on my mind lately, I never engage in silly stuff of who is running against whom and all that on this show. It’s just not worth it, but I just can’t help but get the feeling that he’s been positioning himself. He’s appealing to the right-wing side of Chicago and I just have a feeling that we could have a good law and order guy running for Mayor.
Tom:
Honest to goodness, I honestly gave up a long time ago trying to predict who will run and who won’t, because it’s interesting. Honest to God, like you referenced earlier just in passing about Trump, I for the life of me, I mean forget about him actually being elected and all that stuff, but I didn’t think it was something that he was serious about. I thought you know, and trust me, I wasn’t focused 24/7, I’m pretty busy, but nonetheless, I just didn’t think he was serious about it and had fallen off after a while. Oh, I misread that one, so I gave up a long time ago.
Ken:
There’s just an appeal to that kind of guy. Anyway, you’ve got to go.
Tom:
I have.
Ken:
You can’t sit here anymore. You’ve got to go. Ladies and gentlemen, Cook County Sheriff Tom Dart. It’s been a pleasure having you here and we hope to have you back again.
Tom:
We will definitely do it.
Ken:
We will definitely do it again.

01:00:54
End
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