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DEFINING
THE PROBLEM



BAIL
t h e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  p a i d  t o  b e

r e l e a s e d  f r o m  p r e t r i a l  i n c a r c e r a t i o n

BOND
a n  a g r e e m e n t  g o v e r n i n g  o n e ' s  r e l e a s e ,

o f t e n  a  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  t o t a l  b a i l  a m o u n t



OWN RECOGNIZANCE
BOND ("O.R. BOND")

p r e t r i a l  r e l e a s e  f o r  a n  i n d i v i d u a l

w i t h o u t  a n y  f i n a n c i a l  c o n d i t i o n s

r e q u i r e s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  p o s t  m o n e y

( c a s h  b o n d )  o r  p r o p e r t y  ( p r o p e r t y  b o n d )

t o  s e c u r e  p r e t r i a l  r e l e a s e ,  o r  u s e  a  b a i l

b o n d s m a n

SECURED BOND
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Who gets bail?

A B S O L U T E

R I G H T  T O  B A I L

Anyone accused of a

misdemeanor.

Anyone accused of a

local ordinance

violation.

P O S S I B I L I T Y

O F  B A I L

I N E L I G I B L E  F O R

O . R .  B O N D

I N E L I G I B L E

F O R  B A I L

Anyone accused of a

felony.

Anyone accused of

an offense in

O.C.G.A. §17-6-1

Anyone arrested for a

probation violation.

If not released on O.R.

bond, bail must be set.

Bail may be set or

denied.

Bail will not be set.Only eligible for release

through secured bond.



BY THE NUMBERS



BY THE NUMBERS



Where's the problem?

M I S D E M E A N O R SF E L O N I E S

Offenses punishable

by a year or more

incarceration.

Most people in jail are

there for a felony.

O R D I N A N C E

V I O L A T I O N S

Varies by locality but

under state law are

punishable by up to 6

months incarceration

and a fine of $1,000.

Punishable by up to twelve

months incarceration and a

$1,000 fine. In Georgia, all

traffic offenses are

classified as misdemeanors.



Who pulls the levers?

Bail Reform for
City Ordinances

Bail Reform for
State Statutes

State 
Legislators

Prosecutor
City

Council
County

Commission
Municipal

Jailer
Sheriff

Police
Chief

Judges

L = The power to legislate around the issue; 

D = The power to be a decision-maker in individual cases or create local policy/practices;

I = The power to influence individual cases and influence implementation of broader local policy/practices; 

$ = The power to allocate funding to facilitate reform or policy change 

L L*/$I I I I/D

L I I/D

Bail Reform for
County Ordinances

L I/$I - I I/D

Issue

- -

--

- - - - -



STATEWIDE
CONTEXT



STATE LEVEL REFORM

2 0 1 8  
S B  4 0 7

Codified Council on Criminal

Justice Reform's recommendations

Authorized citations in lieu of

arrest for misdemeanors

Clarified right to bail for

ordinances & misdemeanors

Require ability to pay

determination within 48 hours of

detention

2 0 2 0  
S B  4 0 2

2 0 2 1  
S B  1 7 4

Expanded list of felony offenses

ineligible for O.R. bonds - "bail-

restricted offenses"

Eliminated "signature" bonds

Added 12 new offenses to list of

bail-restricted offenses, including

three felonies and nine

misdemeanors



LOCAL LEVEL REFORM

2 0 1 6
C A L H O U N

Maurice Walker v. City

of Calhoun

Settled in 2019

Right to hearing within

48 hours of detention;

if indigent, must be

released on

recognizance

2 0 1 8  
G L Y N N  C O U N T Y

Mock et al v. Glynn

County

Settled in 2019

Bail hearings held 4x

per week; ability to pay

determination

required; improved

notice to defendants

2 0 1 8  
A T L A N T A

Municipal ordinance

eliminating cash bail

and requiring release

upon booking for most

city ordinances, with

exceptions related to

violence and DUI

2 0 1 9
A T H E N S - C L A R K E

Created citation

system (instead of

arrest) for most county

ordinances

Standing order

mandating release for

most ordinance

violations (exception of

violence and DUI)



MOST RECENTLY

SB 504

W o u l d  m a n d a t e  c a s h  b a i l  f o r  A L L  f e l o n i e s

W o u l d  f u r t h e r  c r o w d  j a i l s  a n d  c r i m i n a l i z e  p o v e r t y

D e f e a t e d  i n  2 0 2 2  l e g i s l a t i v e  s e s s i o n

E x p e c t e d  t o  r e t u r n  i n  2 0 2 3  l e g i s l a t i v e  s e s s i o n

ALL HANDS ON DECK!



DATA-
DRIVEN
REFORM IN
CHATHAM
COUNTY



About Vera
Founded in 1961, the Vera Institute of Justice is a

justice change agent. We work to tackle the most

pressing injustices of our day—from ending mass

criminalization and incarceration, addressing

racial disparities, reckoning with the loss of public

confidence in our justice systems, to meeting the

needs of justice-involved people who are

vulnerable and marginalized.
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Jail incarceration's
continued climb in

small town America
is eroding national
progress toward 

ending mass
incarceration.  

 

Smaller cities and rural

counties have the highest

incarceration rates. 



CHATHAM'S HIGH RATE
OF INCARCERATION



RACIAL DISPARITIES IN
JAIL INCARCERATION

Black people in

Chatham County

are incarcerated

at 3x the rate of

white people.



JAIL POPULATION DRIVEN
BY LOCAL INCARCERATION



TOP CHARGES



PROBATION VIOS

3 1 3  b o o k i n g s  w e r e  f o r  p r o b a t i o n  v i o l a t i o n s

a l o n e  ( n o  o t h e r  c h a r g e s )

6 . 2  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  a d m i s s i o n s

O n  a v e r a g e ,  s t a y e d  i n  j a i l  5 4  d a y s

C o s t  t h e  c o u n t y  $ 1 , 2 6 3 , 9 1 3



DRUG POSSESSION
1 2 . 5  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  a d m i s s i o n s

8 . 3  p e r c e n t  o f  b e d - d a y s

1 9  p e o p l e  s p e n t  a  t o t a l  o f  1 9 9  d a y s  i n  j a i l

c h a r g e d  w i t h  m s d  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  l e s s  t h a n  1

o u n c e  o f  m a r i j u a n a  o r  d r u g - r e l a t e d  o b j e c t s

4 7  p e o p l e  s p e n t  a  t o t a l  o f  9 9 4  d a y s  i n  j a i l

c h a r g e d  w i t h  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  a  s c h e d u l e  I I ,  I V ,

o r  V  d r u g  ( l e a s t  s e v e r e l y  r e g u l a t e d  p e r  G A

c o d e )



THEFT, FRAUD, FORGERY
1 1  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  a d m i s s i o n s

9 . 8  p e r c e n t  o f  b e d - d a y s

1 5  p e o p l e  s p e n t  a  t o t a l  o f  2 3 4  d a y s  i n  j a i l

c h a r g e d  w i t h  m s d  t h e f t  o f f e n s e s



CRIMINALIZATION OF
POVERTY, MENTAL

HEALTH



WHY IT
MATTERS





78% of Jail Pop
Pretrial

Criminalizing Poverty
As many as 90 percent of people

detained before trial are too poor to

pay their bail and are in the poorest

third of society.

In 2015 dollars, people in jail had a

median annual income of $15,109

prior to their incarceration, which is

less than half (48%) of the median for

non-incarcerated people of similar

ages. Even so, families pay the bail

industry an estimated $1.4 billion

nationwide. 



...which deepens and exacerbates
poverty and inequity

Destruction of families and community ties

Increased likelihood of future arrest 

Loss of housing and jobs 

Pressure to plead guilty 

Longer prison and jail sentences 

Vulnerability to overdose and

premature death 



CHALLENGES
& SOLUTIONS



"I went ahead and pled guilty to get out, or I'd still be 
stuck in there for another 16 months....I had to plead guilty 

just to get out, so I don't lose my job. 
 

So I can take care of my kids. 
 

Otherwise, I'm sitting in there, and then what happens? 
 

Then the state [is] going to take my kids.
 

"And it's not right that I have to go through that. 
The judicial system is supposed to be innocent until proven guilty. 

It's not—you are guilty until you prove that you're innocent.
 

And it's wrong."
 

— N*, storyteller, 2021

 



Would a cash bail ordinance apply to all charges? 

No. Our proposed ordinance is not applicable to any felony charges. Furthermore, a local ordinance could only apply

to local misdemeanor violations under city or county code. State misdemeanors are not applicable, and DUI and

domestic violence related misdemeanors, as well as the eight additional misdemeanors identified in the 2021 law

(SB174), include mandatory bail charges and therefore would not be applicable. See below for a list of applicable

municipal codes examples. 

Examples of municipal-level misdemeanor charges that are applicable include: 

 

Chatham County 

Code Section 

11-101. Disorderly Conduct 

11-103. Loitering 

11-108. Shoplifting 

11-201. Public Drunkenness 

11-202. Possession of Less Than an Ounce of Marijuana 

11-203. Possession of Drug Related Object 

 

Savannah

Code Section 

9-1002. Disorderly Conduct 

9-1026. Marijuana 

Thunderbolt 

Code Section 

9-101 and 102. Disorderly Conduct 

9-108. Misdemeanor Offenses

 

Garden City 

Code Section 

6-6. Public Drunkenness 

58-1. Disorderly Conduct 

 

Pooler 

Code Section 

54-1. Public Drunkenness 

54-6. Loitering 

54-7(2). Disorderly Conduct 

 

Port Wentworth 

Code Section 

15-1. Disorderly Conduct 

15-7. Loitering 

15-8. Drugs and Drug Implements 

 

Tybee Island 

Code Section 

42-60. Disorderly Conduct 



I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

How to ensure

implementation of

existing law and reforms

(court watching, data

gathering, etc.)

R O L L B A C K S
F R A C T U R E D

S Y S T E M

How to identify who has

the power and who can

make the change.

BARRIERS AND
CHALLENGES

How to prevent and

resist regressive policy

and rollbacks of bail

reform.

D A T A

How to get the

necessary data to

influence policy change

and understand who is

being detained.



O R D I N A N C E /

R E S O L U T I O N S

Eliminate arrest for

violation of county code;

pass resolution with

objectives for arrest

practices.

C H A N G E  I N

P O L I C E

P R A C T I C E S

J U D I C I A L

S T A N D I N G  O R D E R

Issue standing order to

grant automatic release

on recognizance to

individuals arrested on

ordinance violations.

SOLUTIONS

Incentivize charging

under county ordinance,

deprioritize certain

offenses



WHAT NOW?



C I T Y  O F

S A V A N N A H  

Authorized pre-arrest

diversion (SPD pilot) 

Behavioral Health Unit 

REAL Task Force

recommendation 

I N C O M I N G

R E C O R D E R S

C O U R T  J U D G E

D I S T R I C T

A T T O R N E Y

Working with Justice

Innovation Lab to better

collect data to audit for best

practices

Internal Policy regarding bond

Recent pledge on disposing

of low-level, petty offenses

that do not threaten public

safety

PROGRESS

Encouraging Recorders

Court judges to revisit

the 2014 bond schedule

for carve outs



SOLUTIONS AVAILABLE
COUNTY LEVEL



Adopt a resolution encouraging judges to give OR (Own Recognizance) bonds to
those accused of city ordinance violations.

Savannah City Council

Call and email your Alderman, Alderman Post-1 and 2, and the Mayor and encourage
the adoption of a solution based on the REAL (Racial Equity and Leadership) task force
report. Ask to:

 

Amend the Chatham County Code to eliminate arrest for violation of county code;
currently, ordinance violations are still punishable by a fine or a period in jail, or
both. An ordinance would need to eliminate arrest for violation of the county code
and eliminate incarceration as a permissible punishment. 
Pass a resolution stating that they desire law enforcement to charge individuals
under the local ordinance rather than under a parallel state charge where
applicable, and to cite rather than arrest. To the extent that the commission has
authority or control over the police chief and standard operating procedures,
collaborative work can be done to ensure that internal policies incentivize citation
over arrest. While the Board of Commissioners cannot require that the county
police force exercise their discretion to arrest by citation, they can absolutely use
their powers to encourage best practices.

Chatham County Commission

Call and email your commissioner or chairman and encourage the adoption of a cash
bail ordinance. Ask to:

 
 



"I stayed in there 10 months before I was able to actually get out on bail. 
The complications were that I'm not originally from the state of Georgia. I didn't 
have any family here at the time. I never had a contempt of court, which is what 

the bonding companies wanted. My bond had to be paid in the full amount
 that was paid by the court, which was like 3,000-some-odd dollars cash, 
in order for me to get out of jail, instead of being able to pay a percentage 

on the bond. It was a very difficult task.
 

"We got two or three bonding companies that they're relying on, which has 
a monopoly on the system here, and they're bleeding money from the poor. 

 
The people that's stuck in jail don't have the money most of the time; it's the 

family members of those people who are actually footing 
the bill.It's all a revolving door. It's all about money. 

Not only that you pay the bond, but you have to turn around, 
pay in jail to process the paperwork. 

 
That's crazy. 

 
Everybody's got their hand in the money."

 
— J*, storyteller, 2021

 



QUESTIONS?


