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Background

 In 2009, there were 38 deaths inside Los Angeles County Jails. This was the highest 
annual death count reported by the Los Angeles Sheriff Department (LASD) inside the County 
Jails before the COVID19 pandemic.1 The county has agreed to close Men’s Central Jail and  
acknowledged that Los Angeles jails are in crisis, but has yet to follow through.2 Multiple 
families have received settlements upwards of one million dollars as a result of deputy 
misconduct in 2009, 2015, and 2016. The cases in 2009 and 2016 both involved Black men under 
the age of 25 who were held inside Men’s Central Jail and then later died from what appeared 
to be suicide by hanging.3 The autopsy of John Horton III, the decedent from the 2009 case, 
revealed evidence of physical violence that forced the Los Angeles County Department of the 
Medical Examiner-Coroner to change his manner of death from suicide to undetermined. The 
case from 2015 involved an inmate who filed a civil rights lawsuit against the county and 
former sheriff Lee Baca for cruel and unusual punishment and failure to provide medical 
care while in custody in Men’s Central Jail.4 Los Angeles County has yet to provide a clear 
timeline for when it will close Men’s Central Jail.5

 This report provides summary data on deaths reported by LASD in Los Angeles 
County Jails, as well as trends in demographic information and death determinations, during 
the year 2009, one of the most lethal years on record.6 We also explore case studies from 
deaths that occurred inside the jails in 2011, 2012, and 2018. The details found in these cases 
were similar to those from 2009 and further highlight the crisis of death inside Los Angeles 
County Jails.

Executive Summary

A total of 38 inmates died in Los Angeles County carceral facilities in 2009. Black and
Hispanic people made up 68% of all deaths during this period. White individuals accounted for 
only 23.7% of these deaths. Over 90% of the deaths were men. In the total sample, 57.9% of 
deaths were classified as natural, 21.1% as suicide, 7.9% as undetermined, 2.6% as accident, 
and 2.6% as homicide. We also note that 3 of the 8 suicides reported were Black, 3 were 
Hispanic, and 2 were White individuals. Black and Hispanic people were in the clear 
majority of the 22 reported “natural” deaths: 10 of the 22 cases were Black people, 6 were 
Hispanic people, and 6 were White people. The average age at death for these “natural” cases 
was 49.41 years of age, which is well below the national life expectancy for Americans (76.1 
years of age).7 We also discovered that 16 of these “natural” death cases occurred before trial.

7 “Life Expectancy in the U.S. Dropped for the Second Year in a Row in 2021” CDC/National Center for Health
Statistics August 31, 2022: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/pressroom/nchs_press_releases/2022/20220831.htm

6 We identified cases for this report from public data released by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. See, E. Ann Carson, “Mortality
in Local Jails, 2000-2018 – Statistical Tables” Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021.

5 Spectrum News 1, “No official timeline on closure of Men’s Central Jail” September 9, 2022:
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-west/inside-the-issues/2022/09/09/no-official-timeline-on-closure-of-men-s-central-jail-

4 Los Angeles Daily News, “$1 million settlement for inmate-turned-informant at center of Lee Baca case” January 12, 2022
https://www.dailynews.com/2022/01/12/1-million-settlement-for-inmate-turned-informant-at-center-of-lee-baca-case/

3 Debbie Sklar, “County to pay out $3.25 million to settle wrongful death suits” MyNewsLA November 9, 2016:
https://mynewsla.com/government/2016/11/09/county-to-pay-out-3-25-million-to-settle-wrongful-death-suits/

2 Spectrum News 1, “No official timeline on closure of Men’s Central Jail” September 9, 2022:
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-west/inside-the-issues/2022/09/09/no-official-timeline-on-closure-of-men-s-central-jail-

1 There were 41 deaths inside Los Angeles County Jail in 2020 and 55 deaths in 2021 according to a report by the Office of
Inspector General, Los Angeles October to December 2021.
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 Of the 38 deaths in the total sample, 71.1% occurred before the decedent stood 
trial. Within these 27 pre-trial deaths, 10 were Hispanic, 9 were Black, 7 were White, 
and 1 was Pacific Islander. Additionally, 6 of these pre-trial deaths were ruled as suicide.

Key Cases 2009-2018

The following cases occurred between 2009-2018 and contain details consistent with the
demographic patterns we observed in 2009.

Suicide

Jay McCabe (2012) was a 44-year-old white man detained at Century Regional 
Detention Facility (CDRF) whose death was ruled a suicide as a result of hanging; fresh 
blunt force head trauma is documented but not attributed as related to cause of death in 
the autopsy report. McCabe had yet to stand trial at the time of his death.

Lewis Nyarecha (2018) was a 22-year-old Black man detained at Twin Towers (TT) 
whose autopsy depicts blunt force head trauma and lethal levels of an antipsychotic 
medication. Nyarecha’s death was ruled a suicide, and he had yet to stand trial at the 
time of his death.

Undetermined

John Horton (2009) was a 22-year-old Black man detained at Men's Central Jail (MCJ) 
whose death was intially ruled a suicide, despite documentation of fresh intra-
abdominal and back muscle blunt force injury at the time autopsy was conducted. 
Horton had yet to stand trial at the time of his death.

Jorge Rosales (2011) was an 18-year-old Latinx man whose detained at TT whose 
autopsy revealed significant physical trauma, including a black eye and scleral 
hemorrhage, scalp and facial contusions and abrasions, bruising and abrasions of the 
arms, and pancreatic hemorrhage of unknown origins. The medical examiner states that 
the pancreatic hemorrhage could have been due to blunt abdominal trauma; his death 
was ruled as undetermined and he had yet to stand trial at the time of his death.

Markese Braxton (2018) was a 26-year-old Black man detained at TT whose autopsy 
documented deep soft tissue hemorrhage of the hands, back, shoulders, and shins, as 
well as blood present in the space between the brain and the skull. Toxicology reports 
revealed non-fatal levels of antihistamine and antipsychotic medications; his death was 
ruled as undetermined factors.
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Natural

Quentin Thomas (2018) was a 22-year-old Black man detained at TT whose death 
was ruled as natural and caused by a seizure of unknown origins; the autopsy 
describes that he had taken prescription seizure medication the night before his 
death, and he was found with a hemorrhage on the side of his head. Thomas had yet 
to stand trial at the time of his death.

Graphs and Data Visualization

Deaths By Year

Year Number of
Deaths

2008 25
2009 38
2010 27
2011 17
2012 25
2013 34
2014 28
2015 21
2016 19
2017 25
2018 26
2019 32

Grand Total 317
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Deaths by Race 2009

Race Number of
Deaths

Black 13
Hispanic 13
Not Disclosed 2
Pacific Islander 1
White 9

Grand Total 38
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Deaths by Gender 2009

Gender Number of
Deaths

Female 3
Male 35

Grand Total 38
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Deaths by Age 2009

Age Number of
Deaths

22 2
23 1
26 1
27 1
35 1
37 1
38 1
39 1
40 2
41 1
42 2
43 1
45 2
46 1
47 2
48 1
50 2
51 1
52 1
53 3
54 1
55 2
56 1
60 1
63 1
67 1
69 1

Not Disclosed 2

Grand Total 38

Mean: 45.4
Median: 46.5
Mode: 53
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Deaths by Manner of Death 2009

Manner of
Death

Number of
Deaths

Accident 1
Homicide 1
Natural 22
Not Disclosed 3
Suicide 8
Undetermined 3

Grand Total 38
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Deaths by Custody Status 2009

Custody Status Number of
Deaths

Convicted 9
Not Disclosed 2
Unconvicted/Pre-Trial 27

Grand Total 38
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Data Sourcing and Methodology

Data used in this report were obtained from the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ (BJS) dataset
of nationwide deaths in prison and jail facilities. This dataset includes information on 317
individuals that Los Angeles County reported having died while incarcerated in the county
between 2008-2019. In 2009, 38 deaths were reported by Los Angeles County.

From this data, we expanded all abbreviated data points and labeled any missing data
points as “Not Disclosed.” To determine age, we used Google Sheets’ “DATEDIF” function,
which calculates the number of days, months, or years between two dates. For our purposes, the
function calculated the number of years between the date of birth and the date of death of each
decedent, both of which were included in the BJS dataset.

The BJS dataset reported the manner of death for two individuals as “DA,” which is short
for “Drugs/Alcohol.” This manner of death does not fall into one of the five categories used by
the Los Angeles County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner (LAMEC), so we used the
name and date of birth provided by the BJS to look up the case in LAMEC’s online case search
engine, which contains information on coroner cases, such as the manner of death. LAMEC
listed the manner of death for one of these decedents as “accident.” The other case could not be
found in the LAMEC database, likely because it is still on security hold. As a result, we decided
to classify this decedent’s manner of death as “Not Disclosed.”
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