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The New Jersey Supreme Court was considering an emergency request Friday for the release
of some non-violent inmates from county jails across the state, as the coronavirus crisis
threatened to ripple through the prison system.

The state’s Office of the Public Defender has asked the court to protect public health by
commuting or suspending sentences for inmates serving time for probation violations or
municipal offenses, according to an order signed by Chief Justice Stuart Rabner.

"This is not a blanket get-out-jail-free card,” said Jennifer Sellitti, a spokeswoman for the
Office of the Public Defender. “Most of these people aren’t criminals – they’re people accused
of crimes. These are people who are innocent until proven otherwise. And we’re talking about
a very specific set of categories: non-violent offenders who are going to get probation
anyway.”

It wasn't immediately clear how many inmates might be affected by such an order. The
proposal could free county jail inmates who have either served the majority of their
sentences, are likely to get probation or have specific health concerns, Sellitti said.

Municipal court convictions that result in jail time include minor offenses like shoplifting
and drunken driving, said MaryAnn Spoto, a spokeswoman for the state Administrative
Office of the Courts. 
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Discussions between the court, the Public Defender office, the Attorney General’s Office, the
County Prosecutors Association and the American Civil Liberties Union of New Jersey began
Friday afternoon by teleconference.

The full state Supreme Court is expected to convene on Tuesday to make a final decision,
Spoto said. The high court expedited the request because of the dangers posed by
coronavirus, the statewide impact of the petition and Gov. Phil Murphy's declaration of a
public health emergency earlier this month, according to the order.

State Attorney General Gurbir Grewal said Friday he was open to the proposal and will
work with prosecutors, public defenders and other stakeholders to honor the request in a way
that balances public safety, health and the rights of crime victims.

"We’re in the middle of a public health emergency, and we recognize that for some lower-
level, non-violent offenders, it may be safer to temporarily release these individuals to their
homes than to keep them detained in a county jail," he said.

The order calls on state and county prosecutors, public defenders, criminal defense attorneys
and civil liberties advocates to submit briefs opposing or supporting the proposal by
Monday. 

The Bergen County Prosecutor's Office is preparing to respond to the order next week,
said spokeswoman Elizabeth Rebein. Prosecutors have agreed to review any applications for
detained defendants who are particularly vulnerable to serious infection due to age or
medical condition, she said.

The Morris County Sheriff's Office, which oversees the county jail, is discussing the court
order with Morris and Sussex county prosecutors, said spokeswoman Peggy Wright. The
Morris County jail is being disinfected every two days and is no longer allowing visits where
inmates could touch visitors. The facility is built for 524 inmates and is currently housing 241
inmates from Morris and Sussex counties, she said.

Passaic County's jail currently houses 452 inmates; spokesman Bill Maer said 38 are being
held on probation violations and 30 more for municipal court violations.

The Public Defender office is working with county prosecutors to determine how many
inmates would be eligible for release statewide, Sellitti said.

Amid a surge in new testing, New Jersey now has 890 cases of coronavirus infection, with 11
deaths, Murphy announced Friday.



On Thursday, Bergen County officials said eight corrections officers from the county jail were
in self-quarantine after one guard had tested positive for the virus. A member of the medical
staff at an immigration detention center in Elizabeth has also tested positive, a spokesman
for U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement said Thursday. 

Authorities from Ohio to California to Iran have released prisoners and reduced the inflow of
inmates in recent weeks, as the crisis spreads around the world. In New Jersey, state prisons
and local jails have closed off visits, increased cleaning and taken other steps to try to keep
the highly contagious virus beyond their walls. 

Still, jails present a unique challenge during a pandemic, said David Cennimo, an infectious
disease expert at Rutgers New Jersey Medical School. He compared them to a cruise ship at
sea: largely cut off from the outside world but still crammed with people living in close
quarters.

“If [the coronavirus] breaks the containment, you have the potential for a lot of cases,”
Cennimo said. “It’s a dangerous situation … but it sounds like they’re doing what they can
do.”

Staff Writer Monsy Alvarado contributed to this story. 
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