IS JAIL A SHELTER
OF LAST RESORT?
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Cincinnati Police Sgt. Steve Saunders talks with Christopher Newcomb and another man at a
homeless camp. Saunders works to keep a relationship with the homeless population.
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Bennie Crabtree, pictured at Our Daily Bread in Over-the-Rhine,

The Enquirer/Cara Owsley has been arrested hundreds of times, officials say.

Jesse Shadrick, 42, enters a
courtroom. The homeless man
has been arrested more than
50 times. Jailing homeless
suspects cost taxpayers as
much as $3 million a year.
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B Meet the most-arrested man in Hamilton County: 146 times since 1998.

B Cincinnati.Com: Find out how someone can get in so much trouble.
Search: video

Homeless
inmates are
chronic case

By Gregory Korte

gkorte@enquirer.com

Cincinnati’s homeless take up
more space in the Hamilton Coun-
ty jail — with the average homeless
inmate spending more time in jail
than in homeless shelters.

At $65 a night, jailing homeless
suspects cost taxpayers as much
as $3 million a year.

Those numbers are leading city
and county leaders to question
whether the increasingly over-
crowded jail has become the
homeless shelter of last resort.

On a typical day, at least six
homeless people are arrested and
booked into the jail, according to
an Enquirer analysis of jail data.
That’s 5 percent of the people ar-
rested — a number that has dou-
bled over the past decade, even as
the jail space crisis mounted.

The analysis shows that despite
committing  relatively — minor
crimes — most often drinking in
public and disorderly conduct —
homeless people typically stay in
jail three to four days longer than
those who aren’t homeless.

Even after Sheriff Simon L. Leis
Jr. closed the Queensgate jail be-
cause of budget cuts in Decem-
ber, the jailed homeless popula-
tion has barely dropped.

“It’'s always been a problem as
long as I've been around,” Leis
said. “We've become the facility
that handles people with mental
problems or the homeless, people
with nowhere else to go.”

Hamilton County’s biggest con-
sumers of county jail space are
overwhelmingly homeless: Of the
10 most frequently arrested men
in Hamilton County over the last
decade, eight were homeless
most of the time. A ninth has been
in and out of homeless shelters.

Despite most often being ac-

See JAIL, Page A12



FROM PAGE A1

HAMILTON COUNTY’S MOST ARRESTED MEN

less, or at least have listed their addresses as homeless a significant portion of the last 12 years.

Notes: Arrests are for the period from 1998 to March 2009. The typical arrest involves
two or three charges. Low-level charges like jaywalking or open container often accompany
more serious charges.
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They have been arrested 1,098 times on 1,821 charges and spent 9,961 days in jail - the equivalent of
27 years. Over the past 12 years, these 10 men have been arrested most often in Hamilton County, accord-
ing to an Enquirer analysis of Hamilton County jail data.

The other thing they have in common: With one exception (Jammell Howard), they're all chronically home-
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cused of lower-level misdemeanors,
homeless suspects spend, on aver-
age, 16 days in jail per booking, ac-
cording to jail data. A typical non-
homeless arrest nets 12 days per
stay.

Indeed, the average homeless
suspect spends 40 percent more
time in jail than a non-homeless per-
son on the same charge.

Part of that disparity might be ex-
plained by the fact that homeless
people can’t afford bail — even
though judges typically set the bond
hundreds of dollars lower, on aver-
age, for homeless defendants.

Blind in one eye, homeless and
with an arm broken from a fight with
another homeless man, Roy Vega
admits he has a reputation among
police. Before coming to Cincinnati,
he had a felony conviction for as-
saulting three police officers in Chi-
cago in 2000.

“I have trouble with authority. It's
my fault.”

One night in May, Vega’s home-
less girlfriend accused him of drink-
ing too much. He hit her and bit her
finger, she said. When police arrived
to investigate, the 45-year-old Vega
shouted a profanity and made an ag-
gressive move, which police say led
them to shock him with a stun gun.

Vega, also known by the street
name “Patch,” has a different ac-
count of the arrest, saying he
couldn’t put his hands behind his
back because he had a broken arm.
“That’s why I got Tased. If the cop
knew me, I wouldn’t have gotten
Tased. ... A lot of them are good.
(But) a lot of them are bad police.”

A judge dismissed the assault
charge when his girlfriend — who
couldn’t be served with a subpoena
because she’s homeless — didn’t testi-
fy. Vega served 12 days in jail for what
amounted to disorderly conduct.

As a result, he said, he missed an
appointment at Goodwill Industries,
which has a transitional housing pro-
gram that might have given him an
apartment and work for three
months.

He doesn’t like the rules or the
staff at the Drop Inn Center, where
his girlfriend can’t stay with him. “I
couldn’t deal with how they treat
people in that place. How do you
downgrade people when they’re al-
ready down?”

By his estimation, Vega has spent
less than six months, off and on, at
the Drop Inn Center. He’s spent 334
days in jail over that same time.

That’s not uncommon. Of the 929
homeless people arrested between
Oct. 1, 2007, and Sept. 30, 2008, the
typical homeless inmate spent 49
nights in jail and 40 nights in a shel-
ter — with 129 spending no time in a
shelter at all. That’s according to a
study by the Partnership Center, an
umbrella group for homeless serv-
ices, which matched homeless re-
cords against jail bookings.

One recent Friday evening, Over-
the-Rhine neighborhood officer Tim
Eppstein spent 15 minutes chatting
with Vega in Washington Park. They
talked about the people they knew in
common - other officers, homeless
people, and social workers.

Eppstein, who has a master’s de-
gree in counseling, epitomizes the
more hands-on approach to the

Man with

By Sharon Coolidge

scoolidge@enquirer.com

Bennie Crabtree wandered into
The Residence at Greystone nursing
home in Westwood Jan. 28, dishev-
eled and dirty.

Employee Daphne Albrecht told
him to leave. Crabtree refused, tell-
ing Albrecht he would shoot her if
she called police.

Crabtree got a 180-day jail sen-
tence for his threat, was released ear-
ly because of overcrowding and has
been arrested twice since then.

Police, jailers and social workers
say they have tried to help Crabtree,
a mostly homeless man who has the
distinction of being the most arrest-
ed man in Hamilton County. Records
show he has been arrested 146 times
since 1998.

One longtime police officer esti-
mated Crabtree, 61, has been arrest-
ed over 1,000 times. The Enquirer
tracked one arrest back to 1968.

In the last decade, jail records
show Crabtree spent 1,277 days be-
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Cincinnati Police Sgt. Steve Saunders talks with a homeless man at
his camp near an exit ramp off Interstate 75 in downtown Cincin-
nati. Five percent of the people arrested in Hamilton County are
homeless, a number that has doubled over the past decade.

About this report

The Enquirer analyzed data from the Hamilton County Jail Management Sys-
tem database, which included jail bookings from 1998 through March 2009.
Homeless suspects were identified through the address provided on the arrest re-
port and entered into the jail management system database. The Enquirer identi-
fied 708 variations of addresses associated with homeless individuals, including
emergency homeless shelters, known homeless camps and addresses such as

“100 No Home St.”

The analysis includes only jail bookings where the suspect’s address was iden-
tified as homeless at the time of the arrest. Many chronically homeless people
occasionally give the address of a family member or former home. Those arrests

are not included.

For this reason, the Enquirer analysis differs from similar work done by The
Partnership Center Ltd., a consulting firm that has access to confidential data of
homeless people served by social service agencies.

homeless problem the department
has taken in recent years. He and his
boss, Sgt. Steve Saunders, are more
engaged with homeless people and
neighborhood groups than ever be-
fore, homeless advocates say.

But Eppsteinis no enabler. He dis-
courages people from giving to pan-
handlers. He said he’s not afraid to
make an arrest for minor offenses.

“I believe each contact is a nega-
tive consequence. It’s feedback that
thisisn’ta good behavior,” he said. “I
don’t think I'm hassling them. I feel
like 'm getting them a little closer to
the rock bottom.”

That tough-love approach is far
gentler than what it was in 2003,
when then-Mayor Charlie Luken
urged a crackdown on panhandling.
Police evicted homeless camps from
downtown overpasses and other vis-
ible locations.

Speeches were made, ordinances
were passed and lawsuits were filed.
With the help of the Greater Cincin-
nati Coalition for the Homeless, five
homeless men sued the city.

The city pushing them “out of
public sight,” the lawsuit said,
“amounts to a criminalization of the
mere fact of homelessness and im-
poses on the homeless themselves
the cruel and unusual punishment of
being forever hounded from place to
place.”

The city settled out of court, soft-
ening its enforcement of an anti-pan-
handling ordinance and agreeing to
notify social services before break-
ing up homeless camps.

To homeless advocates, the prob-
lem isn’t that the homeless commit
too many crimes — but that too many
crimes target the homeless.

Activities that people with homes
take for granted - drinking a beer,
having a place to sleep or going to
the bathroom - can be criminal
when they’re done in public places,
they argue.

The major problem with the in-
creasing homeless presence at the
Hamilton County Courthouse, for
example, is the mess cleaned up ev-
ery morning.

“I can’t begin to calculate the num-
ber of meetings I've been in with
business owners, police and neigh-
borhood people where that major
topicis defecation,” said Josh Spring,
the executive director of the home-
less coalition. “There are easy solu-
tions to that — more bathrooms.”

Drinking in public (known legally
as “possession of an open flask”) is
the third most common charge
against the homeless, with at least
268 arrested last year, according to
the Enquirer analysis.

Other common charges: disor-
derly conduct, trespassing and theft.

Michelle Budzek, the president of
the Partnership Center, said she ex-
pected the jail crisis would all but
eliminate homeless arrests for rela-
tively minor offenses. “If you had a
jail space issue and had people com-
ing in for open flask, would you keep
them in?”

They’re in jail, police say, because
even seemingly innocuous crimes
can become a nuisance when it leads
to menacing, trespassing or disor-
derly conduct. Public drunkenness
can often lead to costly injuries, am-
bulance runs and emergency room
visits, with hundreds of medical runs
every year for passed-out drunks.

“If there were a place, a way to

facility instead of a jail for your basic
trespasser kind of things, we’d be
fine with that,” said Cincinnati Police
Lt. Col. James Whalen.

For the corrections system,
homeless people represent a frus-
trating dilemma: They come
through the revolving door often
enough to be costly to the system,
but often don’t stay long enough to
do meaningful work to rehabilitate
them.

“The majority of these cases now,
they go back out the door and in a
matter of hours, and they come back
again,” said Wendy Niehaus, direc-
tor of pretrial services for the Hamil-
ton County Municipal Court. “You
really have to build a relationship
with these folks who have broken off
all their relationships over the
years.”

Niehaus’ Department of Pretrial
and Community Transition Services
assesses defendants on their likeli-
hood to show up for court, whether
they’re eligible for a treatment pro-
gram, and what other services are
available. The department is open 24
hours a day, seven days a week.

Most social service agencies are
not. A homeless person with a com-
bination of problems has to visit a
number of agencies to get help.

One common problem: Schedul-
ing a mental health assessment.
That can’t happen when an inmate is
still drunk or high, so the jail serves
as an old-fashioned “drunk tank.”

So what if there was a place that’s
not jail and not a shelter, but some-
thing in-between?

That’s the concept that Hamilton
County Commissioner David Pep-
per is spearheading.

County officials haven't yet
fleshed out what such a place would
look like, who would run it or how
much it would cost.

The budget signed by Gov. Ted
Strickland last month had $1.8 mil-
lion in new money for jail diversion —
a lot less than the $10 million Strick-
land wanted but which state officials
said was a significant commitment
given the budget crisis.

That money will be spread over
several counties for programs that
keep low-level offenders out of jail,
and state officials said Hamilton
County is a priority. But the state dis-
courages housing programs and fa-
vors solutions like home monitoring
with electronic ankle bracelets.

That won’t work with homeless
defendants.

In a recent report on homeless-
ness in Cincinnati, social-service
agencies proposed creating new
transitional housing programs to be
funded by transferring the a portion
of the $65 a day the jail would save by
reducing homeless bookings.

“We’re not going to go cut from
our current jail to pay for this,” said
Pepper. “Our jail needs are too much
already.”

Sheriff Leis isn’t so optimistic. An
ounce of prevention may be cheaper,
but there’s no guarantee you won’t
be paying for more pounds of cure
later. “I haven’t seen a program yet
that can deal with these people,” he
said. “I don’t think there is a solu-
tion.”

Sharon Coolidge contributed to this
report.

are arrested

Most arrests of homeless people happen
downtown or in Over-the-Rhine, but there
are also hotspots in suburban areas like
Colerain Township, Green Township and
Harrison.

Percent of

Neighborhood homeless arrests
Over-the-Rhine 29.9%
Downtown/Riverfront 22.6%
West End 5.0%
Corryville 3.6%
Walnut Hills 2.6%
Norwood 2.1%
Avondale 1.9%
East Price Hill 1.6%
Westwood 1.5%
Queensgate 1.5%
Clifton Heights-University

Heights-Fairview 1.3%
Colerain Township 1.2%
Northside 1.2%
Camp Washington 1.1%
Clifton 1.1%
Roselawn 1.0%
All others 20.7%

SOURCE: Enquirer analysis of Hamilton County jail data

More homeless in jail

The homeless now account for 5 percent
of all jail bookings -- a number that's
doubled over the past decade.

Year Percent homeless
1998 2.4%
1999 2.4%
2000 2.4%
2001 2.5%
2002 2.8%
2003 3.0%
2004 4.0%
2005 4.1%
2006 4.5%
2007 4.3%
2008 4.7%
2009* 5.1%

* through March
SOURCE: Enquirer analysis of Hamilton County jail data

Most common charges

Charge Arrests
Disorderly Conduct 342
Trespassing 281
Possession Of Open Flask 268
Theft 256
Possession of Illegal

drug paraphenalia 233
Drug Abuse 114

Obstruction of Official Business 110

Assault 84
Possession Of Marijuana 77
Resisting Arrest 75

SOURCE: Enquirer analysis of Hamilton County jail data.

Homeless have
many problems
Circumstance Percent
Drug abuse 67%
Alcohol abuse 66%
Mental illness 54%

Dual diagnosis (Mental illness

and substance abuse) 47%
Physical disability 26%
Mental disability 11%
HIV 5%

SOURCE: The Partnership Center, LTD

146 arrests since '98 can call jail home

hind bars. At $65 a day - the cost of
one night in jail — Crabtree has
racked up a tab of $83,000, a bill paid
by taxpayers.

Ask any veteran cops who have
worked Downtown and they nod
knowingly at Crabtree’s name.

“He is a dangerous person, but he
always falls just under the thresh-
old,” said Col. Vince Demasi, who
made the 1,000-arrests guess.

Crabtree’s record includes crimi-
nal trespassing, disorderly conduct
and theft. The record’s sprinkled
with the occasional aggravated men-
acing charge, usually the result of a
threat he made after being asked to
leave a business. He goes where he’s
not wanted — the University of Cin-
cinnati, hospitals or businesses.

Crabtree keeps his lock-up local.
His crimes have never led to prison.

Even if a judge imposes jail time,
he’s always been released within
months. These days, he’s back on
the street within hours because of
jail overcrowding.

In the aggravated-menacing case,

he got 180 days, but served just 50.

Crabtree is one of six people who
make the 100-plus arrest club — peo-
ple who have been arrested more
than 100 times.

Together they have spent 6,310
days in the Hamilton County Jail since
1998, costing taxpayers nearly a half
million dollars, the Enquirer found.

Crabtree’s first police mug shot,
from a 1994 arrest, shows a man with
a full face and thick brown hair.
Horn-rimmed glasses cover ocean-
blue eyes.

The years haven’t been kind. Now
61, he looks beaten down. He’s gaunt
and has a degenerative eye disease
that’s left him mostly blind in one
eye. His gray hair is long and greasy.

Crabtree grew up on West 8th
Street, one of two children. He
dropped out after the 8th grade. His
parents are dead, but police say his
family abandoned him long ago.

“He’s one of the ones who fell
through the cracks,” Demasi said.
“He’s pretty old now, but back in the
day he was a pretty rough fellow.”
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Bennie Crabtree waits for lunch at
Our Daily Bread on Race Street.

Police and court reports over the
years show Crabtree has mental
problems, but there is no specific di-
agnosis in his public records.

Hamilton County Chief Deputy
Sheriff Sean Donovan started in 1981

and said Crabtree was considered an
“old-timer” at the jail then. “I could
never talk to him, and I can talk to
anybody,” he said.

Demasi said Crabtree once tried
to kill a police officer. “He’s been a
menace for years,” he said.

Tonya Jallow, who works at the
FreeStoreFood Bank, assists Crab-
tree, who moved into a rooming
house earlier this year. She helps
him manage the $817 he gets every
month from Social Security, pays his
$360-a-month rent, sets up accounts
at clothing stores so he can buy
clothes and gives him a weekly $25
stipend. “Bennie is special,” she said.
“But he likes to go places he’s not
supposed to go.”

Said Judge Russell Mock, who or-
dered the 180-day sentence in the
nursing home case, “Bennie is in
Room A more than I am, and I work
here. Obviously, the system is not
working for him.”

Reporter Gregory Korte contributed
to this report.
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