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Reforming bail practices in Washington
Background 
Bail practices have been a significant issue for local jurisdictions for many years. 
They received considerable national attention after the 2015 suicide of Kaleif 
Browder. Accused of stealing a backpack, this teenager spent three years in 
jail, with almost two of them in solitary confinement. Although he repeatedly 
denied the accusation and never stood trial, he remained in jail because he 
could not afford $3,000 bail.  
Bail determinations are a common way for a defendant to be released pending 
trial. During a pretrial hearing, a judge sets a bail amount that the defendant 
must pay the court for his or her release. If the defendants make all scheduled 
court appearances, their money is returned. If not, they forfeit their bail 
payment to the court. People unable to pay bail await trial in jail, while those 
who can afford it are released.
Pretrial services programs offer courts alternatives to bail and help ensure 
a defendant appears at trial and does not reoffend while released. These 
services can include text messages or telephone calls reminding defendants of 
their court dates or community supervision. Several jurisdictions across the 
country have already implemented effective pretrial programs. For example, in 
Washington, D.C., defendants are not required to pay bail. Almost 90 percent of 
released defendants remain arrest-free and appear at all scheduled court hearings.
In Washington, Yakima County recently reformed its bail practices, with the 
County Prosecutor stating unequivocally “money bail does not work.” It is 
unknown how many other counties are reforming their pretrial practices, but 
there are compelling reasons for the state to address bail practices now. Several 
county officials have stated that more than half of their jail population are 
defendants awaiting trial. One-third of county jails are operating over capacity, 
and 30 operate at 75 percent or more capacity on a daily basis. One jail currently 
holds twice the number of inmates it was designed for. With 12,000 people in 
Washington’s jails, and costs ranging from $50 to $200 a day for each inmate, 
reducing the time people are held in jail can lead to considerable cost-savings. 
In addition to jail costs, those held pretrial may face additional consequences 
including lost wages or housing or worsening physical and mental health.

Scope and objectives
This performance audit will seek to answer the following questions:

• What proportion of the Washington jail population is made up of 
defendants awaiting trial?

• Are pretrial services effective alternatives to money bail?
• Can Washington reduce costs if lower-risk defendants are released from 

jail pending trial and provided pretrial services?

Timing
We expect to publish the results of this audit in mid-2019.
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