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P O L I T I C S

America's Largest Mental Hospital Is a
Jail
At Cook County, where a third of those incarcerated suffer from psychological disorders, officials are
looking for ways to treat inmates less like prisoners and more like patients.
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I t was 9 o’clock in the morning at Cook County Jail, but in the subterranean holding cells where dozens await

their turn before a judge, you wouldn't be able to tell. Pre-bail processing here takes place entirely

underground. A labyrinth of tunnels connects the jail’s buildings to one another and to the Cook County

Criminal Court. Signs and directions are intentionally left off the smooth concrete corridors to hinder escape

attempts. Even those who run the jail get lost down here from time to time, they told me.

No natural light reaches the tunnels. Human voices echoed off the featureless walls, creating an omnipresent din.

On this Monday, when those arrested over the weekend in Chicago and its suburbs filled the fenced cages, that din

became a roar. Many inmates were standing, sitting, or milling around. But some—perhaps two or three per

holding pen—were lying on the floor, asleep.

If you can sleep through this, you’re fighting far greater demons than the commotion outside. And the doctors here

want to know what they are.

At Cook County Jail, an estimated one in three inmates has some form of mental illness. At least 400,000 inmates

currently behind bars in the United States suffer from some type of mental illness—a population larger than the

cities of Cleveland, New Orleans, or St. Louis—according to the National Alliance on Mental Illness. NAMI

estimates that between 25 and 40 percent of all mentally ill Americans will be jailed or incarcerated at some point

in their lives.

“This is typically what I see everyday,” said Elli Petacque-Montgomery, a psychologist and the deputy director of

mental health policy for the sheriff’s department. She showed me a medical intake form filled with blue pen

scribbles. Small boxes listed possible illnesses: bipolar disorder, ADHD, schizophrenia, and so on. The forms are
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designed to help jail officials identify which inmates have mental illnesses as early as possible. Details from four

new inmates could fit on a single sheet. She showed me a completed one. “Of those four,” she said, pointing to the

descriptors, “I have three mentally ill people.”

The overwhelming majority had been arrested for
“crimes of survival” such as retail theft (to find food
or supplies) or breaking and entering (to find a place
to sleep).

On a nearby counter, a nurse took down notes for a Hispanic inmate with an injured eye. A white inmate with

dreadlocks wearing a Chicago Bears jersey—they had defeated the San Francisco 49ers the night before—stood

next to them, translating his fellow inmate’s Spanish for the nurse.

What sort of crimes had these people been arrested for? One kid on the list had a tendency toward aggression, but

officials emphasized that the overwhelming majority were “crimes of survival” such as retail theft (to find food or

supplies) or breaking and entering (to find a place to sleep). For those with mental illness, charges of drug

possession can often indicate attempts at self-medication. “Even the drugs of choice will connect to what the

mental illness is,” Petacque-Montgomery told me. People with severe depression might use cocaine “to lift their

mood.” Those who hear voices and have schizophrenia or bipolar disorder often turn to heroin to regulate their
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sleep. Marijuana use “is just constant for kids with ADD and depression,” she notes. “I’ll ask, ‘Can you eat or sleep

without this?’ and they’ll say no.’”

Chicagoans with mental illness end up in jail through a chain of small decisions by different local officials. Police

officers can choose to take a mentally ill person home, to the hospital, to a shelter—or to jail. Prosecutors can

choose whether or not to not bring charges. Judges can choose to set higher or lower bail amounts, thereby

determining whether poorer defendants can avoid pre-trial detention and keep their jobs and housing. But once a

person reaches the jail, the local sheriff can’t simply decline to take them into custody.

In Chicago, that responsibility falls to Tom Dart, the 52-year-old sheriff of Cook County. Dart supervises about

6,900 sworn officers in the Cook County Sheriff’s Department. His jurisdiction encompasses the roughly 5.3

million people living in and around Chicago. As sheriff, Dart is also responsible for Cook County Jail, the largest

single-site jail in the United States. Because so many people with mental illness pass through his custody, Cook

County Jail can also be considered the largest mental-health facility in the nation. The jail has been run

accordingly since Dart's election in 2006. All incoming staff, including the 300 to 400 new correctional officers

hired annually, now receive 60 hours of advanced mental-illness treatment training. His officers can’t simply be

guards anymore, Dart emphasizes. “You have to be a doctor. You have to be a nurse. You have to be a social

worker. You have to be all of these things.”

Last month, Dart appointed Nneka Jones Tapia, a clinical psychologist who previously oversaw mental health care

at Cook County Jail, as executive director of the facility. Jones Tapia is currently the only mental health

professional in charge of a major jail in the United States. Her appointment underscores how much of the jail’s

work is devoted to treating people with significant mental illnesses.
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In most jurisdictions, the recently arrested are brought to local holding cells for fingerprinting and charges, then

taken to the county jail for processing and a bond hearing. Cook County is no different—except for its mental-

health screening. “What I did is, I put this new layer in between, so when they get dropped off before they go to the

bond hearing, we interview them and we try to find some sort of alternatives for them to suggest to the judge,”

Dart explained.

How did the judiciary respond, I asked? He shrugged. “They haven’t.” Dart has spent most of his career as part of

the criminal justice system in some way. He previously worked in the state attorney’s office as a prosecutor until

1991, when he spent 11 years in the Illinois state legislature. “I’m not invited to a lot of their parties, let’s put it

that way,” he said about the judges, cracking a grin.
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Here it’s worth noting that a jail is not a prison. Every inmate I spoke with had been arrested or charged with a

crime, but not necessarily tried and convicted for it. In the law’s eyes, they were still innocent until proven guilty.

Jail officials told me that some of their cases would be likely dropped before reaching trial. The Cook County

public defender’s office advised the inmates not to give me their last names or discuss details of their alleged

crimes with me. Few of them listened. Because of the sensitive nature of these conversations—and because mental

illness can carry a lifelong stigma, even if the person is not a threat to himself or others—I’ve omitted the inmates’

surnames throughout this story.

emetrio’s battle with mental illness began at an early age. “My mother was murdered and I watched it

when I was young, so that’s how it started,” he told me. Doctors diagnosed him with post-traumatic stress

disorder and bipolar disorder as an adolescent. He served time for drug-related offenses in 1987 and

1993, then kept out of trouble for the next 18 years. He drifted in and out of Chicago-area hospitals during that

period, checking himself in when he felt suicidal.

While on parole for a 2009 burglary charge, he went off his medication and stopped reporting to his parole officer.

That landed him back in state prison to serve the remainder of his sentence. There, Demetrio received medication

and treatment, but it ended the moment he became a free man last year.

Prison doctors tried to set him up with an appointment in one of the city’s remaining community mental-health

All new detainees at the Cook County Jail go through mental health evaluations before their bond
hearings. (Jim Young / Reuters)
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clinics. “They said the earliest I could see a doctor was June [2014],” he told the sheriff and me.

“When were you released?” asked Dart.

Nine months earlier in October 2013, Demetrio replied. He knew that surviving until the following June wouldn’t

be easy. “I was trying to stretch my medicine out by not taking it regularly like I should have every day,” he told

me. “It didn’t work.” This spring, he was arrested on aggravated battery charges—for getting in a fight with a man

selling drugs to his family, he told me—and landed back in Cook County Jail on a $250,000 bond. He said he

wasn’t medicated when the fight erupted and was eager to get back out.

“I’ve been in Chicago my whole life. I have a 14-year-old son. His mother’s all messed up right now, she’s on

drugs, that’s why I’m trying to get out of here,” he told me. Demetrio spoke lucidly and without difficulty during

our conversation. He credited the hydroxyzine, Klonopin, and Prozac he was receiving at the jail. “I’ve been lucky

so far,” he told me. “If I wasn’t on my medication, I’d be a whole different person.”

Cook County Jail does house its share of serious violent offenders. Some of them are mentally ill. Many aren’t. But

the overwhelming majority of Cook County Jail’s mentally ill population is booked for minor offenses, Dart told

me. “When people do not receive the care they need, they become symptomatic,” Jones Tapia explained. “When

people become symptomatic with acute mental illness, a lot of times those behaviors look criminal. And we have

done an excellent job of criminalizing people with mental illness in our state.”

“I’ve been lucky so far. If I wasn’t on my medication,
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I’d be a whole different person.”

When the criminal-justice system is your only hope, perverse incentives are also inevitable. In 1976, the Supreme

Court ruled in Estelle v. Gamble that prisons are constitutionally required to provide adequate medical care to

inmates in their custody. As a result, prisoners are the only group of Americans with a constitutional right to health

care. Multiple city and county officials told me they had encountered mentally ill people who committed crimes

simply to receive treatment.

he United States does not have a national mental-health system, nor has it ever had one. Caring for the

severely mentally ill has long been the responsibility of the states, starting with the first asylums and mental-

health hospitals established in the mid-19th century. In 1854, the social reformer Dorothea Dix pressured

Congress to set aside 10 million acres of public lands for mental-health facilities. President Franklin Pierce, who

viewed it as an overreach of federal power, vetoed the final bill. It would be another nine decades before Congress

would enact the first mental-health law. As the scarred veterans of European and Pacific battlefields returned

home from World War II, the National Mental Health Act of 1946 established the National Institutes for Mental

Health and provided research funding to states.

The postwar era saw other changes in the way states addressed mental health. Foremost among these was the

birth of psychopharmacology and the development of new drug treatments for mental illnesses. Chlorpromazine,

best known in the U.S. under the brand name Thorazine, became the first widely adopted antipsychotic drug in

1955. Others soon followed, and they had an immediate impact on the therapeutic landscape. Although the
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