
 Addressing problems
Last week, the commission-

ers announced a plan to work 
with Lucas County Prosecutor 
Julia Bates; J. Bernie Quilter, the 
Lucas County clerk of the courts; 
Lucas County Common Pleas 
Court judges, and Sheriff Telb to 
expedite the arraignment, trial, 
sentencing, and prisoner trans-
portation processes.

They believe they can trim 
more than 20,000 bed nights a 
year in the  jail for inmates sen-
tenced to state prison, which 
would ease the burden on a jail 
that routinely  holds more than 
100 prisoners in excess of  its 
intended capacity.

Additionally, the commis-
sioners could spend about $7 
million over the next few years 
to renovate the  facility, making 
improvements to items like the 
jail’s lighting, surveillance sys-
tem, and shower areas.

County Commissioner Pete 
Gerken said attempting to make 
these changes before seeking to 
build a new jail  that could cost 
the county between $64 million 
and $99 million was the most 
responsible way to handle the 
taxpayers’ money.

“What is the job of the jail? It’s
a holding facility,” Mr. Gerken 
said. “Maybe we need less space, 
not more. We could ask for a levy 
[to pay for a new jail], but we’d be
remiss if we do that until we’ve 
taken a serious look at fi xing the 
system.”

 The money factor
Mr. Gerken admitted his at-

titude toward a new jail was dif-
ferent when he joined the board 
of commissioners in 2005.

Before  his arrival, then-Com-
missioners Harry Barlos and 
Maggie Thurber, as well as cur-
rent Commissioner Tina Skeldon 
Wozniak, had taken steps toward 
building a new jail.  

Multiple construction and 
renovation options were dis-
cussed, including the possibility 
of  a new jail, Toledo Municipal 
Court, and federal courthouse 
on the Civic Center Mall. 

 The commissioners and other 
county offi cials wanted a new 
jail to hold between 500 and 900 
inmates.  The offi cials  arranged 
 outside studies that examined 
the jail’s practices and needs in 
2002 and 2004, and both studies 
urged the county to build a new 
jail rather than renovate the cur-
rent facility.

Mr. Gerken said he accepted 
those results and recognized the 
jail’s dire situation, but he said 
he soured on the idea when he 
learned there was no money set 
aside in the budget to pay for it. 

“I was surprised when I fi rst 
came in to hear we needed a new 
jail and then fi nd out we had no 
budget for one,” Mr. Gerken said. 
“It was like someone brought out 
a calculator, but forgot to hit the 
fi nal button to get the bottom 
line.”

Ms. Thurber said the county 
was never far enough along in 
the process to determine how to 
pay for a new jail.

She said the commissioners 
could have found a way to fund 
a new jail, but the direction 
changed once Mr. Gerken and 
other new leaders took offi ce in
2005.

“Nobody ever said to me that 
we didn’t have the money to do 
this,” Ms. Thurber said. “I still 
think [a new jail] is needed. I still 

think county money should be 
used for county projects.”

Other projects
When Mr. Gerken fi rst spoke 

publicly about possibly aban-
doning a new jail  in 2005, he ac-
knowledged that other  projects 
— including a possible county 
role  in a new sports arena — 
were factors in exploring reno-
vation of the current jail.  

The county is now preparing 
to build a multipurpose arena in 
downtown Toledo for about $85 
million. But Mr. Gerken is still 
saying the same thing he said 
two years ago, which is that the 
county wasn’t choosing between 

a jail and an arena.
He said the county isn’t using 

any money from its general fund 
to pay for the arena and will pay 
off its debt through a 2 percent 
raise in the county’s hotel-motel 
tax, as well as ticket and suite 
sales, the sale of naming rights, 
and other arena revenue.

“The fi nancing piece of the 
arena project does not mandate 
[income] tax dollars like a new 
jail would,” Mr. Gerken said. 
“We’re not taking monies away 
from the jail to build an arena. 
It’s not either or.”

But Mr. Gerken has decided 
against raising money for a new 
jail, and his fellow commission-
ers agree.

Ms. Wozniak, president of the 
board of commissioners, said 
the estimated sticker price of a 
new jail caused the board to ex-
amine renovation options more 
closely.

Commissioner Ben Konop, 
who was not on the board when 
these decisions were being made 
in late 2005 and 2006, said he was 
in favor of using county money 
on other projects right now.

“With our economic situation 
being what it is, I’d rather spend 
money on something that is go-
ing to create jobs and grow the 
economy,” Mr. Konop said. “A 
new jail doesn’t do that.”

But Mr. Konop is well  aware of 
the jail’s problems. 

During his days as a Toledo 
attorney, it was Mr. Konop who 
fi led a lawsuit against Sheriff 
Telb on behalf of the man who 
said he was attacked while in jail 
because it was overcrowded.

The lawsuit is still pending 
and Mr. Konop’s name has been 
removed from it because of his 
 role as county commissioner.

Mr. Konop’s father, attorney 
Alan Konop, worked with his son 
on the original fi ling and is still 
involved with the lawsuit.

Though Mr. Konop, the com-
missioner, was passionate about 
the lawsuit when it was fi led, he 
now feels equally as strong that 
spending money on a new jail 
would not be in the county’s best 
interest.

“We need to waste as little 
of the taxpayers’ money on jail 
improvements as we can,” Mr. 
Konop said.

 Buying time?
The county  spent $190,000 

to implement a video visitation 
program in  August,  in which 
inmates can only see and speak 
with visitors through a dual 
camera and telephone system 
inside the jail.

Mr. O’Neal said video visita-
tion makes it more diffi cult for 
prisoners to receive smuggled 
contraband.  The state inspec-
tor’s report actually commended 
Lucas County for implementing 
the program.  

The county is also preparing 
to spend $1.5 million on a high-
tech surveillance system, a move 
spurred by the Aug. 21  escape of 
a prisoner who took  jail keys that 
were left unattended by a correc-
tions offi cer to free himself.

Mr. O’Neal said revamp-
ing the jail’s lighting system to 
make hallways and holding cells 

brighter could cost a few million 
dollars, and there are even rough 
sketches for ways to  create more 
space to house prisoners.

Sheriff Telb said these reno-
vations and a more effi cient 
 processing system the commis-
sioners are striving for could 
buy the county time before it 
has no choice but to build a 
new jail.

“These things we’re doing 
might get us through another 10 
or 15 years,” the sheriff said. “But 
eventually, there’s going to have 
to be an investment made.”

Sheriff Telb said he still would 
prefer to have a new jail but 
signed on with the commission-
ers’ proposals because “it was 
clear nothing was going to hap-
pen” on a new jail project.

Structural concerns
At  least some who work un-

der the sheriff say the proposed 
renovations won’t solve the jail’s 
chief structural concerns.

Ricco Staccone, 51, Mr. 

O’Neal’s top assistan,t who has 
worked in the jail since it opened 
in 1977, said the  building is “ob-
solete, ineffi cient, outdated, and 
costly.”

The  building is six stories high 
and was constructed in a man-
ner that created blind spots on 
each fl oor. The building’s design 
requires  more guards  to super-
vise prisoners.

Both Mr. O’Neal and Mr. Stac-
cone said the  renovations won’t 
change those issues, but they are 
prepared to make the upcoming 
alterations work for the jail.

“If this world was perfect, 
we’d be building a new jail,” Mr. 
O’Neal said. “But can this com-
munity afford an $80 million 
new jail? I guess it’s just more 
feasible to try an upgrade of 
what we have.

“We’re OK as long as we keep 
making as many upgrades as we 
can,” he said.

Contact Joe Vardon
at jvardon@theblade.com

or 419-410-5055. 
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Exterior of the Lucas County jail.
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Spring, 1977 — The new, $12.1
million Lucas County jail opens at
1622 Spielbusch Ave. About 144
prisoners were transferred from the
county’s old jail nearby, which was 
built in 1900 to hold about 60 
prisoners but had an average daily 
population of 280 when it closed in 
1977. The old jail was closed in 
response to a lawsuit filed in 1970 
and subsequent federal court order 
denouncing the jail’s overcrowded, 
inhumane, and unconstitutional
conditions. The new jail’s capacity 
was announced as 360. But by 1980, 
the jail already was considered to be 
suffering from chronic overcrowding 
by the jail’s federal-court appointed 
special master.

Oct. 24, 1977 — Luther 
Virgil Sr., 38, being held on 
a charge of aggravated
murder in connection with 
the shooting death of his 
wife, dies after hanging 
himself with bedsheets. He 
is believed to be the first
inmate to commit suicide 
in the new jail.

June 6, 1978 — Dan 
Casey, 19, becomes the
first prisoner to escape the 
new jail. Casey used a 
stool to pry open his 
sixth-floor cell window and 
slid about 60 feet to the
ground, using the
building’s first vertical 
trim.

Nov. 16, 1982 — The jail 
reports 123 accused 
criminals were processed 
through the booking area 
in a 24-hour period as a 
result of a major sting operation by Toledo police, a record that still stands today.

April, 1997 — The county begins a $1.7 million project to renovate the jail’s 
booking area. The project, which included adding glass-enclosed holding cells, 
office space, and more room to escort prisoners, stalled for months and was 
rekindled in December of that year.

March 11, 2004 — Former county jail employee Marion P. 
Crosby, 39, who smuggled bullets and a gun clip to a
convicted murderer in 2003, is sentenced to four years in 
prison. The recipient of the smuggled goods used them in 
a 2003 escape attempt in which he fired a gun at a
corrections officer.

May 10, 2005 — A Toledo man arrested for drunken 
driving is beaten up by another jail inmate in a fight over a 
sleeping cot. The man who was attacked, Brian Price, sues 
Lucas County Sheriff James Telb and says he was beaten 
up because the jail was too crowded. The case is pending.

Aug. 21, 2006 — Robert Harris, 29, escapes from the jail 
by stealing an unattended set of keys and letting himself 
out two doors before getting on the elevator and leaving 
the building undetected. He was caught 25 hours later, but
not before he robbed the Charter One Bank branch at 3250 
Lagrange St.

May 16, 2007 — About 30 years after the county jail opened, county leaders 
announce plans to decrease the length of the criminal justice process. Their move 
is an attempt to ease jail overcrowding.

A 30-YEAR LOOK AT THE LUCAS COUNTY JAIL
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Lucas County jail
1622 Spielbusch Ave.
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The booking desk of the Lucas County jail.

Marion P. Crosby

Robert Harris
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The Lucas County jail installed a video visitation link last year for friends and relatives to contact inmates in the jail. A state 
report commended the county for the camera-and-phone system, which reduces the risk of contraband reaching inmates.

An inmate refl ects at the Lucas County jail, where the capacity 
is estimated at up to 382 inmates. It averages 493 a day.

Corrections offi cers monitor surveillance cameras and control the opening of security gates in 
the Lucas County jail. Upgrades continue to be made at the facility, which opened in 1977. 

Jail 
Continued from Page 1

Actions recommended by 
Northern Region Jail Inspector 
Joel Commins:
tRepair or replace the closed 
circuit televisions that are not 
working.
tProvide an effective two-
way communication system 
between staffed posts and 
prisoner-occupied areas.
tProvide prisoners with 50 
square feet of sleeping space 
in all dormitories.
tProvide prisoners with 35 
square feet of day-room ac-
cess.
tProvide seating for each 
prisoner in holding cells, cell-
block day rooms, and dormi-
tory day rooms.
tProvide natural light for the 
prisoner population in either 
the cells or day rooms.

tMaintain the daily cleaning 
of areas occupied by prison-
ers.
tProvide  specifi c levels of 
lighting for prisoner reading 
areas.  
tProvide  additional amounts 
of lighting for prisoner-acces-
sible areas.  
tFollow guidelines estab-
lished in the Minimum Stan-
dards for Jails in Ohio on 
procedures for documenting, 
monitoring, and reporting at-
tempted or completed sui-
cides.
tProvide 24 hours of in-
service training each year 
addressing specifi c job as-
signments and/or jail-related 
issues for all correctional staff.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE JAIL

Transgender students at Kent State gain unisex bathroom
ASSOCIATED PRESS

KENT, Ohio — Kent State 
University is accommodating 
transgender students with a 
newly relabeled unisex restroom 
that has four images on the 
door: a man, a woman, a person 

in a wheelchair, and a man and a 
woman separated by a slash.

The concept, which the 
school hopes to expand in its 
new buildings and renovation 
projects, refl ects a growing trend 
on U.S. campuses.

KSU’s “gender-neutral” bath-
room is in the campus student 
center near the offi ces of student 
organizations, including one 
that works on gay, lesbian, bi-
sexual, and transgender issues.

The bathroom, near rest-

rooms conventionally labeled 
“Men” and “Women,” has one 
toilet, a sink, a diaper-chang-
ing table, and a power-assisted 
door for the handicapped. The 
campus map lists it as a “family 
restroom.”  
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