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Some say Tarrant pretrial release program has lost its way
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Who really is a good fit for the pretrial release program?

The answer depends on who you talk to.

Some say the program is for the poor who can't afford a bail
bondsman.

Others cast a wider net. They say it's for the 18-year-old busted for
pot who needs to be home with Mom and Dad. The single parent who
has to cook dinner and check homework every night. The drug addict
who needs a rehab program to get better. The sandwich shop
employee who can't miss a day of work. The woman who is her
husband's ride to dialysis.

The programs serve a lot of first-time offenders, said Leah Gamble, pretrial release manager in Dallas
County.

Often, the charges these defendants face involve petty crimes, such as criminal trespass and $50 thefts,
others say.

"If they're out for a minor charge, they need to be getting help," criminal defense attorney Trent Loftin
said. "They're not getting help if they are incarcerated."

It's accepted that suspects who linger in jail plead guilty far more often and have more unfavorable
outcomes than those who can't get released.

"Probably there should be a presumption in favor of release," said Cynthia Jones, an associate law
professor at American University and former deputy director of the D.C. Pretrial Services Agency.

That's also why county officials say it's their job to get people out of jail.

"Our goal in pretrial is to identify those individuals who have not hit the back door of our county jail if they
qualify for pretrial [bond] or any other type of bond," County Administrator G.K. Maenius said.

But some say the Tarrant program no longer focuses on the people such programs were originally
intended to serve. The programs date to the 1960s, when the Manhattan Bail Project found that many of
those incarcerated on lesser charges could not afford bail.

The county's pretrial program "was set up initially to take care of indigents and people who could not
afford a bail bond, and it served a good purpose for many years," Tarrant County Commissioner J.D.
Johnson said. "Now, almost anybody and everybody qualifies for pretrial bonds. I think sometimes
pretrial gets taken advantage of."

Records show that in Tarrant County, pretrial is most often granted to those with means of support. Half
of the 7,196 misdemeanor offenses are drunken driving or theft. Both typically require the defendant to
have a job and ties to the community.

The very poor, including the mentally ill and the transient, usually don't qualify, records show.
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Sometimes the poor are hampered in areas, such as Arlington, with no public transportation. Unable to
get to the courthouse for trial, they often sit in jail to serve out a guilty plea. In that manner, the ordeal is
behind them.

Paul McCrory, a 42-year-old man who had an Arlington address for several years, may be one example
of the poor who linger in jail. Records show he had a clean criminal record in Texas.

But after he was arrested this spring on a pair of criminal trespass charges, McCrory spent several
weeks in jail. In March, he spent 10 days behind bars before he saw an attorney. Then he waived his
right to trial and stayed in jail to serve out a sentence on a guilty plea, records show.

Attorney Trent Loftin, who represents clients like McCrory, says indigents are typical of the jail
population.

"If you go through the jails in Tarrant ... 80 to 90 percent who are in jail are below the poverty level and
can't afford to get out."

That was Melvin Jeane's observation when he was arrested on a DWI accusation. The 64-year-old
retired Burleson man saw poor people who could not afford bail bonds stay in jail, as he walked out a
free man, with help from a bail bondsman. Nobody told him about the pretrial program or whether he
could qualify, he said.

Obstacles to access can sometimes be created by the same people who are supposed to advocate for
jail release, defense attorney Mark Daniel said.

He said it took Tarrant County a year and a half to place signs around suburban jails to let people know
that the pretrial release program existed. Daniel contends that Maenius and Johnson orchestrated the
holdup to protect the business of bail bondsmen.

"I perceived a concerted effort to stifle and restrict any effort to advance or expand pretrial release and
its service by them," Daniel said.

"Frankly, it became a comical but successful effort on their part," he said. "Every decent and honorable
taxpayer in Tarrant County should be appalled at what they have done."

Maenius and Johnson say the program is not intended to compete with the business of bail bondsmen.

And others, including Tarrant County Sheriff Dee Anderson, say it's necessary to have both programs to
enable people to get out of jail.

"My belief is that there is a place for everyone in the system, for pretrial release and for a bondsman,"
Anderson said. "If the system works right, they all work together. And, hopefully, the public's safety is
not in jeopardy in all cases.

"That is what we would strive for."

News researcher Cathy Belcher contributed to this report.
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