‘A philosophical change': How Davis County is
working to prevent inmate suicides
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A section of the Davis County Jail where inmates communicate with visitors is pictured at the facility in Farmington. (Steve Griffin,
Deseret News)

FARMINGTON — Amid a legal battle between Davis County and the American Civil Liberties Union of Utah over
the standards of Utah jail practices — the Utah Sheriff's Association posed a question.

Do we do the base minimum requirements of the Constitution and the laws, or do we go above and beyond and
do more than what is required by the standard?

The question came while Utah's average death rate among inmate populations in its county jails continued to
surpass the national average. According to data by the Utah Commission on Criminal and Juvenile Justice from
2013 to 2019, the leading cause of death in Utah's county jails was suicide, at 53%. In that same time frame, 7 of
the 11 deaths reported at Davis County Jail were suicides.

With the second most common cause of death at jails being illness, 20%, the Utah commission stated in its annual

report, "it becomes clear that suicide, as a preventable cause of death, still has a long way to improvement."
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"We understand that being incarcerated is a punishment for crime, but at the same time, a democratic society
would — from our perspective — have ample opportunities for people to be treated with respect and have
opportunities to sort of try to improve their situations," said John Mejia, legal director with the ACLU of Utah.

An annual report by the Utah Commission on Criminal and Juvenile Justice displays the Utah suicide rate among
inmate populations versus the national average from 2000 to 2019. (Photo: Utah Commission on Criminal and
Juvenile Justice)
Davis County Sheriff Kelly Sparks said his office has made "a philosophical change" and implemented a "higher
standard."
Since the Utah Jail Standards release in 2018, the Utah Department of Corrections has developed independent
standards that Davis County now uses. In conjunction with those standards, the Davis County Jail has developed
internal protocols and committees, Sparks said.
First among its changes was the creation of the Life Safety Committee in 2019. The committee — comprised of
correctional staff, social workers, medical providers and researchers — conducted a review of incidents that
occurred within Davis County Jail and identified alternative policies and procedures focused on the welfare and
protection of both inmates and staff.
Sparks said they've made a number of changes as a result of that review. Those changes include:

e Each inmate brought in for booking receives screening from a nurse, and different

screening tools are used to improve identification of at-risk individuals.
e Two counselors from Davis Behavioral Health have been added to the staff.
o Staff is trained in crisis intervention and mental health first-aid.

e The addition of a new medical wing that's in the process of being built.

A groundbreaking ceremony held on Feb. 5, 2021 for a Medical Observation Unit at the Davis County Correctional
Facility in Farmington. (Photo: Davis County Sheriff's Office)
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"We've really made kind of a philosophical change in the provision of medical services here at Davis County,"
Sparks said. "Previously, we had really kind of two separate systems: mental health and medical health. We've
hired a director to kind of combine both of those so that they're working in unison and improving.

"A lot of folks end up in jail because their behavior has some nexus to drug abuse or mental health issues," he said.
So, have the changes helped?

A study conducted by the sheriff's office for 2019 and 2020 indicates evidence of improvement. In that two-year
period, Sparks said staff successfully intervened in 62 suicide attempts. Data showed that there were no suicides in
2019 and two deaths by suicide in 2020.

"I think we've been very successful in our efforts at reducing the number of suicide attempts and reducing the
number of ... suicides. We will never be satisfied until we get that number at zero," Sparks said. "We will continue
to work this problem, will continue to do everything that we can to reduce that level of risk."

The number of inmates at risk of death by suicide, Sparks believes, has increased along with Utah's high suicide
rate. From 2017 to 2019, the average rate for suicide in Utah was 660 suicides per year; the state had the fifth-
highest age-adjusted suicide rate in the U.S., according to a Utah health indicator report.

The best suicide prevention is that prevention that we have before a suicide attempt ever occurs just in making sure
that we take care of the basic needs of the inmate.

—Sheriff Kelly Sparks

"If the suicide ideation is higher in the community, naturally, it's going to be higher in the percentage of that
community that's reflected inside a county jail," Sparks said. "The most susceptible time for an individual, as far as
suicide ideation goes, is the one to two weeks they're initially in jail.

"It's a huge change somebody goes from having all the freedom that we normally experience in our life to having
that stripped away and taken away."

Molly Prince, a licensed therapist and a founder of the Utah Prisoner Advocate Network echoed Sparks's
assessment, saying, "There are a lot of layers of mental health issues that are affected by being incarcerated."
"When people are trying to make changes in their lives, they really do need a support system," she said. "There's a
hopelessness. There's the profound loss of so many things, not just freedom, but relationships and identity."
Those feelings of loss and hopelessness were amplified during the COVID-19 pandemic, Sparks said. The cost of
keeping the COVID-19 transmission rates low across detention facilities came at the price of isolation for
individuals in their first weeks of jail, a particularly vulnerable time. Counselors and staff within the jail noticed
increased conversations surrounding suicidal ideation. To combat feelings of isolation, Davis County purchased
electronic tables for all the inmates to connect them with support systems and family members.

Davis County Sheriff’s Lt. DeeAnn Servey holds a tablet that is issued to inmates when they're booked into jail
while discussing the benefits of the device during an interview at the Farmington facility on Thursday, March 18,
2021. (Photo: Steve Griffin, Deseret News)

"The best suicide prevention is that prevention that we have before a suicide attempt ever occurs, just in making
sure that we take care of the basic needs of the inmates," Sparks said.

On Jan. 7, the Davis County Sheriff's Office reported that a man who had been in the facility's custody for four
months had died by suicide. Two more attempts were reported by the sheriff's office this year, with one being an
attempt by an 18-year-old on Jan. 27, and a suicide pact between two individuals on June 11. Staff members were
able to successfully intervene on both counts.

Sparks said that any attempt has a significant toll on staff, especially those like Sparks who have felt the
devastation of losing someone to suicide.

"It's something that affects a lot of people," he said. "Our staff take it very seriously and are very proactive in trying
to give the best care that they can to folks who are experiencing suicidal thoughts while they're here."

"We're pretty anxious to try and make a difference in these people's lives," the sheriff added. "Our goal is to make
them better when they leave the jail than when they came into the jail."
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Resources for Suicide Prevention
If you or someone you know is struggling with thoughts of suicide, call the suicide prevention hotline at 1-800-273-

TALK.
Crisis Hotlines
e Utah County Crisis Line: 801-691-5433

e Salt Lake County/UNI Crisis Line: 801-587-3000

e Wasatch Mental Health Crisis Line: 801-373-7393

e National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)

e Trevor Project Hotline for LGBTQ teens: 1-866-488-7386
Online resources

e NAMI Utah: namiut.org
e Utah Chapter-American Foundation for Suicide Prevention: afsputah.com

e Suicide Prevention Lifeline: www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
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