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Jail inmate who died tested positive for fentanyl, Orleans Sheriff's Office says
His was one of two suspected drug overdose deaths in May at Orleans Justice Center

By GABRIELLA KILLETT | Sta! writer
Jul 21, 2023

The Orleans Justice Center.
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As suspected, tests showed fentanyl in the body of an Orleans Parish jail inmate who
was found unconscious in his cell and later died, the Sheriff's Office said Friday.

Christopher Johnson, 24, died May 28, two days after jailers removed him from his cell
and sent him to University Medical Center. He was being held on charges of aggravated
battery and unauthorized use of a motor vehicle.

The Sheriff's Office said it's now investigating how the fentanyl was smuggled into the
Orleans Justice Center.

Johnson's death was one of two suspected fatal overdoses in the jail in May. The other
inmate who died, Terry Carter, 34, had previously been involved in four drug-related
incidents while incarcerated there. 

In a court hearing in June, U.S. Magistrate Judge Michael North, who helps oversee a
court-ordered reform progam for the jail, criticized Sheriff Susan Hutson, who has
opposed construction of a mental health annex for the lockup. "People on the mental
health caseload are dying at the jail," North said.

At the time, a Sheriff’s Office spokesperson said deputies monitor for contraband with
“extensive and random shakedowns,” and had recently brought in a drug-sniffing dog.
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Email Gabriella Killett at GKillett@TheAdvocate.com or follow her on Twitter, @GEKillett.
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Judge slams Orleans Parish sheriff over late objection to annex, overdose death of inmate
An OPSO inmate who died Sunday had overdosed at the jail twice in May, a lawyer advocating for inmates said Wednesday.

By JOSEPH CRANNEY | Sta! writer
Jun 28, 2023

The Orleans Justice Center.
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Price Drop Alert
Temu

The most recent of two suspected overdose deaths at the Orleans Parish jail involved
an inmate who had previously been hospitalized twice in May after overdoses at the jail,
a lawyer advocating for inmates told a federal judge during a hearing Wednesday.

Emily Washington, the plaintiffs’ attorney in the jail's decade-old consent decree — an
agreement overseen by the federal government that requires certain reforms — told
U.S. District Magistrate Michael North that inmates were hospitalized at least nine
times in the last month. Every one of those cases involved suspected abuse of drugs
smuggled into the jail.
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That group included 34-year-old Terry Carter, who died Sunday at University Medical
Center after he was found unresponsive in his cell. It was at least the fifth drug-related
incident involving Carter since mid-May, Washington said, including two overdoses
that required hospitalization and two other instances where he was found to be
intoxicated.

Christopher Johnson, 24, also died of a suspected overdose at the jail in late May,
Washington said. In total, four people have died at the jail since Sheriff Susan Hutson
took office in May 2022, including a suicide and a homicide over during a two-day span
last June.

An Orleans Parish Sheriff’s Office spokeswoman said deputies monitor for contraband
with “extensive and random shakedowns,” and have recently brought in a drug-sniffing
dog.
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Washington’s comments came during an hourlong hearing where North reaffirmed the
court’s ruling that a controversial jail annex to house mentally ill inmates must be built,
despite a last-ditch effort by Hutson to kill the project.

North didn’t rule on Hutson’s motion to reverse the court’s orders, which was filed
Monday along with a six-page letter outlining the sheriff’s concerns about what she
called an “outdated” and “inhumane” project.

But North’s sentiments were clear: He said Hutson’s arguments had “already been
rejected by multiple courts” and that they were far too late. North then fast-tracked the
process by moving up the deadline under which the opposing parties have to reply to
Hutson’s motion by more than a week, to July 10.
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The city has already selected a building contractor and construction on the annex
could start as soon as July 7, North said. The costs of the project have soared from the
city’s pre-pandemic estimate of roughly $45 million to around $109 million. It has been
opposed by Mayor LaToya Cantrell and the New Orleans City Council, along with
Hutson.
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In a letter to the court Tuesday, council members reiterated that they’ve “repeatedly
supported an alternative” to the so-called “Phase III” project and are concerned about
its costs. But council members took a different tack from Hutson, stressing that they
are not trying to buck U.S. District Judge Lance Africk’s order demanding the annex be
built.

“Any reasonable and responsible actor understands the fight is over,” the two-page
letter reads. “OPSO, however, refuses to accept its loss and chooses to publicly pander
instead.”

John Williams, Hutson’s chief of staff and attorney, told North that Hutson has a
responsibility to advocate for a different plan. Hutson upset former Sheriff Marlin
Gusman in the 2021 election on a platform that centered around her opposition to the
mental-health annex.

After the hearing, Hutson said, “I will follow all valid court orders.”

“Until that point, we need to make our solutions known,” she said. “We need to have a
robust conversation in this community about mental health.”

North said legal delays were the reason why the overall price tag for the project has
ballooned.

If Hutson tries again to block the project, “the outcome will be the same, and it will be
$150 million,” North said.

“So that’s not happening,” he said. “At least not anywhere in this building.”



North also tried to draw a connection between delays in the project and the jail’s recent
drug-related deaths. He criticized Hutson for continuing to oppose the annex while
“people on the mental health caseload are dying at the jail,” adding that others have
attempted suicide.

“But what we get is a letter,” North said.

“That is not enough,” he added. “It’s not nearly enough to disrupt this plan and this
project. It’s not enough for Terry Carter and people like him who need care that they
are not receiving.”

When Washington questioned Hutson in May about Carter’s supervision after his two
overdoses, Washington said Hutson told her that the plaintiffs “should just be
appreciative for all the lives that they have saved.”

“Four days later, Mr. Carter was dead,” Washington said.

Hutson declined to address those comments after the hearing, stating, “We’re not going
to go back and forth.”
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Federal judge 'worried' after New Orleans jail
backslides on reforms
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