
 

 

 



 

Mayor Candidates speak  

about excessive force by police 

September 8, 2020 

By Irene Kai, Co-founder, Ashland Culture of Peace Commission 

On August 24, 2020 Ashland Culture of Peace Commission posed a question to our 

Mayoral candidates Tonya Graham and Julie Akins: "If you are elected as the mayor 

of Ashland, what action would you take to influence reform in Jackson County’s jail 

and Shariff's office to reduce excessive force?” Because the Jackson County jail 

houses Ashland residents, the mayor represents our collective voices. Here are the 

responses from both candidates: 

By Tonya Graham 

Given the uncertainty and the widespread despair the pandemic is causing, our 

guiding principles must be kindness and respect for one another if we are to build 

peace in our community and in the world.  

Although the Mayor of Ashland has no legal jurisdiction over the Jackson County jail 

or sheriff, I offer these thoughts about what we should expect from our law 

enforcement professionals. 

A policing philosophy that respects all people, protects our communities, and 

provides accountability for bad behavior requires a near sacred trust between law 

enforcement officers and the communities they serve. We entrust specific duties to 

our police and expect, in return, that they treat all people with compassion and 

respect.  

To that end, we must make sure we choose well, train well, and provide the 

environment necessary to ensure public safety while respecting and protecting the 

dignity of all.  

We also need to monitor behavior and act swiftly when officers show poor 

judgment and cross the line into excessive force. 



It should also be said that community members have a reciprocal duty to treat our 

law enforcement officers with respect as they work to uphold the rules government 

has adopted.  

If elected Mayor of Ashland, I will:    

• Build a close working relationship with the Jackson County Sheriff to ensure 

that  our community members are treated with dignity and respect in all 

interactions at the jail 

• Advocate for enhanced training in de-escalation techniques, procedural 

justice, implicit bias, and how best to manage inmates who are under the 

influence of drugs and alcohol and/or are suffering from mental illness  

• Work with other local government and community partners to create a 

system that differentiates between mental health crises and law 

enforcement situations so that the right assistance arrives when someone 

calls for help 

 

We must also ensure a healthy environment for inmates and officers at the jail. I 

have toured the jail. It is oppressive for everyone inside its walls. Although I was 

only visiting, I felt for both the inmates and the staff and was relieved to get outside 

again when the tour was over.  

We want all who are inside the facility to maintain their humanity, and the physical 

environment of our jail makes that incredibly difficult. Our current facility was 

designed with one goal – to punish. We can and must do better.  

As part of any future approval process for a new jail, Ashland must ensure that 

Jackson County has appropriate systems in place so that we are confident that our 

residents are treated with respect and exit any encounters at the jail with their 

dignity intact.  

I have already begun working on these issues. The Council recently passed the 

Social Equity and Racial Justice resolution that Councilor Slattery and I drafted and 

presented to Council along with Councilor Rosenthal. It includes developing a 

program that would dispatch mental health practitioners, rather than law 

enforcement, to respond to emergency calls to help people suffering an acute 

mental health crisis.  

This is a very important issue to me, so I volunteered to lead the Council’s efforts on 

that task. I have initiated discussions with Chief O’Meara, local advocates, and 

Jackson County to move this effort forward.  

Tonya Graham 

Ashland City Councilor and Mayoral Candidate 

 

By Julie Akins 

 

I’ve been thinking about it often. I thought about it recently when the Oregonian 

broke a story about a young Oregon Shakespeare Festival Actor who was arrested 



in Ashland and, according to his account through his lawsuit, was brutalized in the 

Jackson County jail.  

 

I’ve thought about it while documenting the daily crisis of being unhoused and the 

jail time that often accompanies the occurrence of violating various ordinances 

which govern behavior. 

 

It is unlawful by Ashland ordinance to sleep in public, but if you have no private 

place to sleep and your body shuts itself down, what do you do? If a police officer 

wakes you after an hour or two of sleep and you are combative due to the strain on 

your body, mind and soul--these are the times you may find yourself in the Jackson 

County Jail. 

 

Yet, Ashland has ordinances and a right to keep order for its citizens. How do we 

strike a balance? 

 

As Mayor of Ashland I would have no jurisdiction over the jail nor the sheriff’s 

department. That is the job of the county. But I would have some influence over 

how people wind up in jail from Ashland. And I would use it to see that fewer 

people are arrested. Depriving people of their liberty needs to be a last resort.  

 

Fortunately, there is another way like the much celebrated CAHOOTS (Crisis 

Assistance Helping Out on the Streets). As of 2019 CAHOOTS was working with 

Olympia, Denver, Oakland, New York City, Indianapolis, Portland, Austin, and 

Chicago to help implement similar programs. The program was founded in Eugene 

in 1989.  

 

It’s time we consider this model. The Ashland Police Department is funded at 

roughly eight million dollars annually. I feel convinced the Police could be funded to 

accomplish this with no budget increase. 

 

Most crimes in Ashland are not violent crimes. In the case of violent crime we 

absolutely need our armed and trained police officers. But armed officers are not 

the right responders to all situations. Police generally are trained to deal with crime, 

not mental health situations. According to the Treatment Advocacy Center in 

Arlington, VA, at least 25% of people killed in police encounters have serious mental 

illness. 

 

No one benefits from that sad statistic: not the officers, the person nor their 

families and community. We need not continue down a road we know doesn’t work. 

 

Police need to be able to do their jobs: Preventing and solving crimes. For mental 

health issues and simple ordinance violations there are better answers and other 

communities are showing us the way. 

 



My answer to the question is that I would send fewer people to the Jackson County 

Jail. I would instead intervene in a way that’s appropriate to the situation and get 

people the help they need. I would free police officers to do their job of fighting 

crime and let social workers and mental health professionals do their job of 

keeping peace in their field of expertise.  

 

Having said this, I am a representative for Ashland residents and would seek their 

guidance and approval.  

 

Julie Akins 

Ashland City Councilor and Mayoral Candidate 

 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


