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SUMMARY 

AB 2257 will give counties the option to maintain 
sheriff-run jails or appoint an official other than the 
sheriff to operate the county jail system, if 
warranted by the need for improved jail operations 
and administration. The bill restores local choice in 
jail governance—a flexibility counties had prior to 
1993. 

BACKGROUND 

California’s county jails are in crisis. Deaths are 
occurring at record highs, people with mental 
illness are languishing, and costs are skyrocketing 
without improved outcomes. These issues occur 
under the direction of 57 elected sheriffs, who 
have been the sole and exclusive operators of 
California’s jails since 1993 (with the exception of 
Napa County).  
 
Boards of supervisors are forced to write blank 
checks to sheriffs for the operation of jails. While 
boards of supervisors are required to fund the day-
to-day operations of county jails—and pay massive 
legal settlements when things go wrong—boards of 
supervisors have no direct authority to improve jail 
operations.  
 
While boards of supervisors have governance 
authority over the care and custody of youth in 
juvenile detention centers, children in the child 
welfare system, adults in mental health crisis 
facilities, and adults on probation, they have no 
policy authority over the care and custody of adults 
in the jail system. When left to the sheriff’s sole 
discretion, jail issues have persisted across many 
counties in California.  

 
 
Washington State allows jails to be operated by an 
agency separate from the sheriff. From large 
counties to small rural counties, many have opted 
for jails run independently of the sheriff. Counties in 
other states, including New Jersey, have made 
similar choices. California counties do not currently 
have this option under state law. 

THIS BILL 

Assembly Bill 2257 will restore the ability of 
counties to appoint an official other than the 
sheriff to operate the jail system. This bill provides 
county governments with greater leverage to 
advance needed jail policy changes aimed at saving 
lives and safeguarding taxpayer dollars.  
 
The bill specifically provides a pathway for a county 
to create a department of corrections and 
rehabilitation to operate the local jail system, and 
specifies the qualifications for the director of such 
a system.  
 
This bill does not require counties to change their 
jail governance structure, but rather encourages 
accountability and results by ensuring that county 
leaders have local discretion to ensure safe, 
effective, and responsible jail operations. 
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