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Death at Orleans Parish Prison
Charles Maldonado
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Orleans Parish Sheriff Marlin Gusman is named in a class-action lawsuit that led to a Department of Justice consent decree for the parish prison.
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Ricky Russell was 26 years old when he died inside Orleans Parish Prison's (OPP) Conchetta facility Feb. 7. Russell was

awaiting trial on charges that he murdered 74-year-old Lorraine Langlois in a group home last summer. Prosecutors said

he bludgeoned her to death with an air-conditioning unit.

  In the late-night hours leading up to his death, Russell was laughing uncontrollably, according to Jaime Hernandez, who

was housed on the same tier.

https://f362.nola.com/s/gGy?profileid=66238d3e-069f-4f37-aa0b-04c84b6ed4b5


  "He said he was high and seeing things in his cells," reads Hernandez's sworn declaration, filed on Feb. 14 in Jones et al. v.

Orleans Parish Sheriff Marlin Gusman et al., a class-action lawsuit that has led to a proposed federal consent decree for

OPP. The consent decree was unveiled in December but awaits final court approval.

  According to Hernandez's declaration, Russell was likely on Depakote and Wellbutrin, psychotropic medications used to

treat bipolar disorder and depression, respectively. Hernandez says OPP nurses would give Russell, who reported having a

long history of mental illness and had recently been under suicide watch, 45 pills of each drug once a week — to self-

administer. Nurses checked on Russell the night before, and he asked to see a psychiatrist. Hernandez said that request

was denied.

  "Around two o'clock in the morning, Ricky all of a sudden stopped laughing," Hernandez's declaration reads. "I thought

he had gone to sleep."

  What's more, Hernandez claims, Russell — who was in a cell by himself — was left unsupervised overnight. The last time

the men on the tier saw a guard was about 7 p.m. the night before for roll call. Sheriff's deputies found Russell

unresponsive around 5:30 a.m.

  Orleans Parish Sheriff's Office (OPSO) medical director Dr. Samuel Gore disputes a number of points in Hernandez's

declaration. He says he has not been able to confirm that Russell was prevented from seeing a doctor. And Hernandez, he

says, is wrong about the medication.

  "I'm not going to go into the specific medications he was taking, but I can tell you he wasn't even taking Depakote, so:

fairly not correct in his description of the medications," Gore told Gambit in a phone interview. Gore neither confirmed nor

denied Russell was taking Wellbutrin. A Feb. 14 written statement, sent just after the release of Hernandez's declaration

and attributed to Gore says Russell was given "medication for depression." The cause of Russell's death is undetermined.

Results of a toxicology screening, which will include tests for the legal medications he was taking, won't be available for

several weeks.

  But the death raises another issue of concern: OPP guards' habit of giving inmates several days' worth of medication,

trusting them to self-administer the drugs properly without supervision.

OPP employs a "keep on person" (or KOP) medication policy, where some inmates are periodically given several days'

worth of medication — including, in some cases, psychotropic drugs — to take as prescribed. "OPP nurses distribute

several weeks of pills to prisoners at a time, without providing adequate information and education to prisoners and

without adequate labeling of the pills. This is the practice for all prisoners not on the suicide tier, including those prisoners

with severe mental illness," reads a recent plaintiff filing in the lawsuit. (Southern Poverty Law Center attorney Katie

Schwartzmann, the lead plaintiff attorney in the case, declined to comment for this article.)

  Gore defends the policy, saying it only applies to patients who have been determined to be stable.

  "It really doesn't have anything to do with suicidal or not,'" Gore told Gambit. "If someone's suicidal, they're definitely not

'keep on person.' They're definitely on DOT, directly observed therapy," where staff members watch them take medication.

"But it's really more of a policy dependent on how clinically stable they are. We have some people on KOP. We have some

people on directly observed therapy."

  Gore says OPP medication administration varies on a case-by-case basis throughout the jail.

  That's how 'keep on person' is supposed to work, says Dr. Terry Kupers, a psychiatrist and faculty member at the Wright

Institute in Berkeley, Calif., and a national expert on the psychological effects of imprisonment. "Typically, what happens is

that the clinician doing the prescribing is going to order 'keep on person' or 'dispense by nurse,'" he says. "It's going to

depend on issues of compliance and how stable the person is, that sort of thing."

Records and statements from OPSO officials seem to bring into question whether Russell was an ideal candidate for a

'keep on person' regimen.



  Criminal court records show Russell was sent to doctors twice for mental health evaluations. The doctors and the court

deemed him fit to stand trial, but court-submitted evaluation letters note a history of mental illness and antisocial

behavior.

  "Mr. Russell reported to us that he that he has a fairly extensive history of psychiatric and behavioral problems, consistent

with his having been raised in the foster care system," reads an Oct. 11 report from forensic psychologist Rafael Salcedo

and forensic psychiatrist Richard Richoux. Based on his medication, it says, "As an adult, it appears that he may have been

diagnosed as suffering from either bipolar disorder, or schizoaffective disorder."

  Russell had been on suicide watch within the past year, according to Gore's written statement. When Russell first came

to OPP in June 2012, he "voiced suicidal thoughts and depression relating to his charges and inability to contact his family."

He was placed under observation in OPP's "psych tier," where he was treated and medicated for depression.

  But Gore says Russell had been through a full review with an OPP psychiatrist, who deemed him stable enough to

administer his own medicine.

  "He'd been seeing the psychiatrist frequently," Gore says. "He'd been seeing the social worker frequently. He had reported

he was doing better, feeling better. And so he was deemed clinically stable to be put on KOP." Gore added that patients

given new medications must sign a consent form, acknowledging they want it and know how to take it. "So it's not

necessarily surprising that someone would be KOP if they'd been on suicide watch in the year prior," he says.

  Without commenting on Russell's case specifically, Kupers suggested that self-administered antidepressants, such as

Wellbutrin, might be particularly risky.

  "Antidepressants are pretty dangerous if someone's going to commit suicide," Kupers said.

A 2009 letter and report from the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) to Gusman criticizes 'keep on person' as providing too

little oversight. The report says the policy likely contributed to three non-fatal overdoses in 2007 and 2008, all involving

psychotropic drugs, including antipsychotics and antidepressants.

  Gore says the Department of Justice has retreated from a position of advocating an end to 'keep on person'

disbursement since that report.

  "When their expert psychiatrist came to visit us ... we discussed that. We specifically discussed that," Gore says, adding

that they discussed a change in policy and Gore asked if it would require additional staff. "He said, 'You don't have to do

that.' ... As long as we were documenting that they know how to take their medicines and they're stable, then KOP is

reasonable."

  The proposed consent decree between DOJ and Gusman doesn't specifically mandate any changes to the "keep on

person" policy. It does, however include the following directive: "Ensure that psychotropic medications are administered in

a clinically appropriate manner as to prevent misuse, overdose, theft or violence related to the medication."

Hernandez says Russell felt he wasn't getting enough help at OPP. He wanted to go "upstate" (presumably meaning to

the state-run Eastern Louisiana Mental Health System in Jackson, La.) for mental health treatment. "I asked him why he

didn't just say he was suicidal to get help. He said he was afraid of going to the psych tier, like something worse would

happen to him there," his declaration says.

  The 2009 DOJ report says inmates under suicide observation were often put in five-point restraints, sometimes for days

at a time. It called the practice "inhumane."

  "We haven't used restraints in years," Gore says. "I think it's probably been since 2009 since we used restraints."

  Russell's isolation also may have presented a risk. He was living in protective custody, away from other inmates in a

single-person cell. Suicide risk increases dramatically if inmates are left alone, Kupers says.



  "In any prison system, there's probably between 2 to 6 percent of the prisoners in solitary, in some form of segregation,"

Kupers says. "About 50 percent of successful suicides happen among the prisoners in solitary. It's a stunning statistic."

  According to Gore, Russell was being monitored frequently during the staff's daily rounds and in additional "segregation

checks," performed three times per week. "Someone who's housed alone, particularly if they're segregated or isolated,

they can deteriorate mentally," he says. "So the nurses actually go and do rounds specific to that."

  The Hernandez declaration, however, says OPP deputies weren't properly supervising the tier. The last time they saw a

guard, it says, was at 7 p.m. roll call the night before Russell's death.

  According to the Feb. 14 statement from the sheriff's office, officials reviewed records from that night and determined a

deputy was on the floor at the time of Russell's death. A supervisor also logged in that night for a security check. A public

records request for copies of those records, filed on Feb. 15, was not returned by press time Feb. 22.

  But the sheriff's office statement doesn't say anything about whether the guard was making rounds, or whether it was

even permissible for a single guard to conduct regular rounds. "OPP policy does not allow staff to walk down the tier

hallway alone, so rounds often are not conducted," says a recent plaintiff filing in Jones v. Gusman.

  Gusman spokesman Marc Ehrhardt did not return repeated email and telephone requests for information on several of

the alleged OPP policies that would prohibit a guard from conducting rounds alone. Gambit requested verification of the

number of guards on duty on the night of Russell's death, as well as the locations of inmates Hernandez and Anthony

Groves (who corroborated much of Hernandez's declaration in a Times-Picayune report) relative to Russell that night.

  Current staffing levels may not allow for additional rounds. The prison's Conchetta facility houses roughly 300 inmates in

six housing units, according to court filings. On an average night shift, there are only five guards.

  If approved, the proposed OPP consent decree would require rounds to be conducted at irregular intervals — at least

once every 30 minutes for regular housing units. For special management housing, including protective custody tiers

such as Russell's, rounds would be required every 15 minutes.

  Kupers says jails should be especially careful with inmates who recently have expressed suicidal thoughts. Often, he said,

inmates falsely tell doctors they've recovered. "Whether or not they're suicidal, they get tired of being in observation.

  "They say, 'No, I'm not. Take me back to my cell,'" Kupers says. "They go back to their cells and they kill themselves."

Recommended for You

!"#$%&'()%*+$%!')$"%,#-.

/0'($%&'()%1+$2)+3+4$5%6)++

7(28+

!"#$%&'($"

!"#$%#&'()*)+,%-'&).$/'%01'$0%

7+$%9:;2+%,$)28+%;2#%24.()#4<+%#48%$#=+

0#<=%<'4$)':%'>%-'()%"#48.%?%#48%8#-

!"#$%#&'()*)23/,'

@"2.%A.%@"+%B'.$%9CD+4.2;+%EAF%G'8+%24

H'(2.2#4#

!"#$%#&'()*)+#&4'%

00:30

https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.fisherinvestments.com/en-us/campaigns/ynw/lh?PC=OUT7329EI5&CC=W0N9&alleycode=LH&utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=Native&utm_campaign=Top_Performing_Interest&cusco=$cpc$&utm_content=What+Your+Net+Worth+Says+About+Your+Retirement%3A+Free+Guide&utm_term=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&ob_click_id=$ob_click_id$&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.nola.com/content/tncms/live/#
https://www3.forbes.com/business/the-most-expensive-zip-codes-in-every-state-vue/?utm_campaign=The-Most-Expensive-Zip-Codes-In-Every&utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=ob162941d0us510072108&lcid=ob162941d0us510072108&utm_content=$section_id$&utm_term=$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true
https://join.herohealth.com/nalp/manage-my-meds/?utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=native&utm_campaign=HH_Demo_Desktop&utm_content=Tired+of+Sorting+Pills%3F&utm_term=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true
https://madmuscles.com/en?pp=mm_5&ptm=mm5&utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=0054acce6a87b70690f6bf089fde781f81&utm_campaign=00a23ebb44a01bc80efbe3e33ddccffb7a&utm_referrer=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.aarp.org/health/healthy-living/info-2020/nutrition-after-age-50.html?cmp=OUTBRAIN-DSM-DESK-FOOD-RON-SL-CPC_How+To+Eat+Well+At+50%3A+It%27s+Not+Just+About+The+Numbers_0079c992eb17a280402085c45e07a6d68b_$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true


Dying at OPP: 44 inmates dead in 9 years - T imes-Picayune, T he: Web Edition Articles (New Orleans, LA) -

October 7, 2014
October 7, 2014 | Times-Picayune, The: Web Edition Articles (New Orleans, LA) | NOLA.com

In the last nine years, 44 people have died after being jailed at the Orleans Parish Prison, a long-
troubled lockup with a high rate of death and violence. NOLA.com | T he T imes-Picayune reviewed
hundreds of pages of records, including autopsy reports, court filings and medical records, to
create a comprehensive list of inmate deaths.

Of the 44 OPP inmates who have died since Hurricane Katrina, only one was ruled a homicide
despite claims of abuse and neglect in additional cases, some of which are the subject of civil rights
lawsuits. 26 died of natural causes, 8 committed suicide, 5 deaths are still under investigation, ruled
undetermined or the cause of death is not known and 4 deaths were accidental. T he list includes
seven deaths that occurred after inmates were transferred to a hospital. Sheriff Marlin Gusman
does not count those seven deaths as inmate fatalities or report those figures to the federal
government.

Name Date of death Age Diagnosis T oxicology Cause of death Pathologist

Kerry Washington 4/29/06 39 blunt force injuries marijuana accidental Samantha Huber

Lawrence Barra 8/27/06 59 cancer negative natural Paul McGarry

Joe T rotter 3/5/07 54 heart failure negative natural Paul McGarry

Deadre Henry 6/13/07 53 heart failure negative natural Samantha Huber

Glenn T homas 7/3/07 29 pulmonary congestion, drug intake codeine, morphine accidental
Samantha Huber

Oscar Fuselier 7/25/07 58 NA NA No autopsy NA

Julio Sotres 8/29/07 43 suicide, hanging negative suicide Samantha Huber

Daniel Barry 9/9/07 46 multiple infectious process fentanyl, morphine natural Richard T racy

Angelo Marks 12/14/07 32 drug intake Xanax, methadone, Valium accidental Paul McGarry

Guy Zarzanna 1/3/08 46 HIV/AIDS no report natural William Newman

Benjamin Ninneman 1/14/08 34 HIV/AIDS no report natural William Newman

Dale Brown 2/21/08 55 heart failure no report natural William Newman

Berthawe Edwards 4/14/08 46 heart failure negative natural Paul McGarry



Juan Maysonet 6/14/08 62 ruptured duodenal ulcer negative natural Samantha Huber

Christopher T repagnier 7/22/08 52 heart disease negative natural Samantha Huber

Louis Prince 10/3/08 30 suicide, hanging negative suicide Cynthia Gardner

Patrick Bell 10/15/08 47 HIV/AIDS hydromorphone natural Paul McGarry

Charles Jones 11/27/08 36 drug intake cocaine accidental Cynthia Gardner

Cayne Miceli 1/6/09 43 bronchial asthma negative natural Paul McGarry

John Sanchez 1/12/09 54 heart disease morphine, Valium, Xanax, Celexa, Zyprexa natural Richard
T racy

Richard Rowzee 2/6/09 44 blunt force injuries negative undetermined Paul McGarry

Earl Gilson 3/18/09 65 lung cancer morphine natural Cynthia Gardner

Michael Scimemi 5/3/09 52 heart disease negative natural Richard T racy

Raymond Martello 10/10/09 49 brain hemorrhage cocaine natural Samantha Huber

Mary Hickey 12/1/09 48 heart disease Prozac, Effexor natural Samantha Huber

Richard Scearce 1/19/10 60 cardiac arrest, sepsis negative natural Cynthia Gardner

Shedrick Godfrey 3/29/10 48 heart disease negative natural Michael DeFatta

Chris Blevins 3/29/10 22 stab wounds negative homicide Michael DeFatta

Michael Hitzman 4/16/10 31 suicide, hanging cocaine, morphine, codeine suicide Samantha Huber

David O'Neal 5/6/10 44 heart disease negative natural Richard T racy

Izell Henderson 6/4/10 67 cirrhosis tramadol, morphine, oxycodone, promethazine natural Richard
T racy

Jose Reyes-Zelaya 7/17/10 29 suicide, hanging negative suicide Samantha Huber

T racy Barquet 8/7/10 25 undetermined negative undetermined Cynthia Gardner

Luis Alvarez 1/8/11 31 suicide, hanging negative suicide Michael DeFatta

Maurice Williams 6/15/11 43 heart attack no report natural unknown



Lawrence Hathorn 7/28/11 51 heart disease Prozac natural Karen Ross

William Goetzee 8/7/11 48 suicide, choking negative suicide Samantha Huber

Earl Lodge 10/31/12 55 cancer fentanyl, morphine natural Samantha Huber

Ricky Russell 2/7/13 26 suicide/choking Wellbutrin, Celexa suicide Cynthia Gardner

Wardell T aylor 2/8/13 36 heart disease negative natural Michael DeFatta

John Alexcee 5/21/13 50 cancer tramadol, morphine natural Michael DeFatta

Clifton Morgan 9/28/13 27 suicide, hanging negative suicide Ern O'Sullivan

John Michael Williams 12/4/13 53 HIV NA No autopsy NA

Willie Lee 3/23/14 40 under investigation under investigation under investigation NA

Source: Orleans Parish Coroner's Office, staff research
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