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at a glance
THE PROBLEM
•	 East Baton Rouge Parish (“Baton Rouge,” or “Parish”) has too many active warrants. The number 

of active warrants per capita is 15 times the national average.

•	 Racial disparities plague the system. Black people in the parish are 2.4 times more likely to have a 
warrant than white people.

•	 The vast majority of warrants are for violations that are not serious and do not result in jail time. 
Only 1.2 percent of active warrants are for violent felonies.

•	 Warrants in Baton Rouge are extremely old. 89 percent are older than one year and some date to the 
1970s.

THE SOLUTIONS
•	 Vacate all non-felony warrants that are older than 6 months and all warrants for non-violent felonies 

that are older than a year. Purge these old warrants from law enforcement databases.

•	 Conduct a review of more recent warrants and vacate all that are for violations or offenses that would 
not result in a jail sentence.

•	 Develop new policies and practices to address traffic and other violations through non-arrestable civil 
citations instead of warrants.

Through awareness, education, advocacy, and litigation, the Fair Fight Initiative empowers, legally 
defends, and protects those directly affected by our broken criminal legal system with a vision to 
end mass incarceration and the systemic racism that drives America’s addiction to jails and prisons.

fairfightinitiative.org

about
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summary
Baton Rouge has a problem with arrest warrants. Warrants are legal documents that instruct police 
officers to search for, arrest, and detain someone. If you have a warrant out in your name and a police 
officer identifies you, you can be arrested and jailed. 

Warrants are supposed to help police detain people who are “armed and dangerous”; every person on the 
FBI’s Most Wanted list, for instance, has a warrant out for their arrest. And, when used appropriately, 
warrants have proved to be useful in finding the very small number of people who actively threaten 
public safety.1

But that’s not how warrants function in Baton Rouge. Due to warrants alone, police and sheriff’s deputies 
may immediately jail more than 40,000 people. Here, 12 percent of the adult population has a warrant 
out for their arrest. That means that nearly one in three households contains someone who has a warrant 
out for their arrest. If no one in your household has a warrant out in their name, odds are that someone 
who lives next door to you does.2

The warrant rate in Baton Rouge is almost 15 times the national average.3  If the parish’s household 
income rather than its warrant rate were 15 times the national median, the typical household in Baton 
Rouge would earn a million dollars a year in income.4 

The warrant rate is even higher for Black people in Baton Rouge. Black adults are 2.4 times more likely 
than white adults to have a warrant for their arrest. Baton Rouge’s warrant problem exacerbates the 
situation at the East Baton Rouge Parish Prison (“jail”), where at least 48 people have died since 2012. 

1	 Thomas J. Miles, “Estimating the effect of America’s Most Wanted: A duration analysis of wanted fugitives.”  
The Journal of Law and Economics 48, no. 1 (2005): 281-306.
2	 The household-to-warrant ratio of 3.18 is based on an average household size of 2.62 people, as reported for the 
parish by the U.S. Census Bureau. See US Census Bureau, Average Household Size and Population Density – County (June 
8, 2020), https://covid19.census.gov/datasets/21843f238cbb46b08615fc53e19e0daf_1/explore?location=34.172241%2C-
81.833162%2C6.63
3	 National data cited in this report is based on a 2014 analysis of data maintained by the National Criminal Information 
Center. Per capita figures in charts combine these data with population data from 2011 made public by the U.S. Census 
Bureau. See David M. Bierie, “Fugitives in the United States,” Journal of Criminal Justice 42, no. 4 (2014): 327-337 and C. 
Puzzanchera, A. Sladky, and W. Kang, “Easy Access to Juvenile Populations: 1990–2019.” (2020),
4	 Emily A. Shrider, Melissa Kollar, Frances Chen, and Jessica Semega, “Income and Poverty in the United States: 
2020.” Current Population Reports. US Census Bureau (2021).
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Active Warrants per 1,000 Adults, 
Baton Rouge vs. United States
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the per capita warrant rate in Baton Rouge
is 14.6 times the national average

Warrants appear to be a significant contributor to the parish’s jail population.5 Changes to warrant 
practices promise to reduce the jail’s population and improve safety in the jail. 

The dangers of Baton Rouge’s warrant problem are unwarranted and unnecessary. 98.8 percent of 
warrants are for something other than a violent felony, and 89 percent of warrants are more than a year 
old, with some dating back to the 1970s. The vast majority of warrants are for minor violations that 
would result in a fine, not an arrest or a jail sentence. Parish law enforcement has issued almost 14,000 
warrants for traffic violations that are less serious than speeding.6 

Do we want a system that puts citizens and police in dangerous and confrontational situations because 
someone drove with a broken taillight years or even decades ago? Do we want our neighbors in jail 
because they forgot to renew their license on time? Do we want to continue to spend millions each year 
on a system that just makes life in Baton Rouge worse?

5	 See East Baton Rouge Sheriff’s Office Annual Report (2020), 
https://www.ebrso.org/Portals/0/2020-EBR-ANNUAL_REPORT.pdf
6	 Law enforcement agencies in the parish include Baker Police Department, Baton Rouge Metropolitan Airport 
Police Department, Baton Rouge Police Department, Central Police Department, East Baton Rough Sheriff’s Department, 
Louisiana Office Of State Parks, Louisiana State Fire Marshal, Louisiana State Police, Louisiana State University Police 
Department, Louisiana Wildlife And Fisheries Department, and the Zachary Police Department.
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These recommendations promise to greatly reduce the number of people in Baton Rouge with an active 
warrant. Doing so will not only reduce tension and improve relationships between the parish’s population 
and its police, it will also allow police to focus their resources on the small number of warrants that relate 
to dangerous crimes.

Policymakers in Baton Rouge
can  Address the parish’s warrant crisis

and improve public safety at the same time. 

recommendations

This report recommends that Baton Rouge immediately:

1.	 Vacate all non-felony warrants that are older than 6 months, all warrants for non-violent felonies that 
are older than a year and purge them from law enforcement databases;

2.	 Conduct a review of more recent warrants and vacate all that are for violations or offenses that would 
not result in a jail sentence;

3.	 Develop new policies and practices to address traffic and other violations through non-arrestable civil 
citations instead of warrants.
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background
Baton Rouge is considering spending millions of dollars on a new jail that is much bigger and more 
expensive than necessary. The existing jail currently confines approximately 1,000 people, with another 
200 or so housed in other parish detention centers. Experts retained by the Baton Rouge Area Foundation 
(“BRAF”) estimate that a new jail with 1,360 beds would be needed if no reforms were taken within 
Baton Rouge’s criminal legal system.7  The most recent proposal by Sheriff Sid J. Gautreaux III proposed 
building a new facility capable of incarcerating 2,500 people.8 

The authors of this report acknowledge that a new jail is necessary. The current facility is dangerous 
and deadly. At least 48 people have died in the jail since 2012.9  The facility’s death rate is nearly four 
times the national average. A national corrections expert who recently inspected the jail reported that 
“every aspect of the jail … ranged from inadequate to deplorable.”10  Any new facility, however, must 
be significantly smaller than BRAF and the Sheriff’s proposals.

7	 On May 17, 2022, at the Goodwood Library in Baton Rouge, Dr. James Austin of JFA Associates presented a 
PowerPoint analysis of the jail’s demographic trends and crime data to the Criminal Justice Coordinating Council Engage’s 
monthly meeting. Dr. Austin estimated that a jail of between 1000 and 1360 beds would cost approximately $250 million 
and noted that city and parish leaders could build a much smaller jail—as few as 700 beds—with pretrial services and stan-
dardized case processing by the courts.
8	 See Ryan Broussard, “EBR Sheriff: State to Give up Land for New Parish Prison,” The Advocate (May 1, 2014), 
https://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/crime_police/article_6e4875e5-1f34-5866-b168-518763897e4b.html
9	 The number of fatalities was reconstructed from public sources and includes deaths in the jail’s work release pro-
gram. A 2018 report by The Promise of Justice Initiative reported 11 deaths for 2012 through 2013. Incarceration Transpar-
ency reported 29 deaths in the East Baton Rouge Parish Prison and East Baton Rouge Work Release Program from 2014 
- 2019. Fair Fight Initiative researchers relied on articles in The Advocate and brproud.com to identify eight people killed 
from 2020-2022. See Incarceration Transparency, Louisiana Deaths Behind Bars (n.d.), https://www.incarcerationtranspar-
ency.org/?page_id=277; Shanita Farris and Andrea Armstrong, Dying in East Baton Rouge Parish Prison, The Promise of 
Justice Initiative (June 2018), https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fe0e9cce6e50722511b03cc/t/600895d13eefba64a65b-
bc53/1611175377849/Dying-in-East-Baton-Rouge-Parish-Prison-Final.pdf; and Jacqueline DeRobertis, “Man Awaiting 
Trial at East Baton Rouge Parish Jail Dies after Staff Find Him Unresponsive in Cell,” The Advocate (March 10, 2022), 
https://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/article_24863d9c-a0ab-11ec-856f-93361ecdaae2.html
10	 Dr. Jeffrey A. Schwartz, expert statement filed in Zavala v. City of Baton Rouge, Civil Action No. 17-656-JWD-
EWD, Federal District Court, Middle District of Louisiana.
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methodology
The Fair Fight Initiative conducted this investigation of warrant practices in an attempt to identify ways 
that Baton Rouge could safely reduce its jail population. Fair Fight researchers built a web-scraping 
tool that consolidated case-level data made public by the East Baton Rouge Sheriff’s Department, then 
analyzed this data to arrive at the findings presented here. The data covers all active warrant cases in 
November 2020. In cases where multiple offenses were associated with a single warrant, only the most 
serious offense is reported.

Smaller jails are safer jails. 

Smaller jails enable closer supervision of both Staff and detainees, and they mitigate stressors 
associated with the “churn” of jail populations.

A smaller facility is especially important in Baton Rouge given the parish’s history of medical neglect, 
use of force, and violence within its jails.11

11	 David Skarbek, “Smaller Prisons are Smarter,” Urban Violence Research Network (September 15, 2020), https://
urbanviolence.org/smaller-prisons-are-smarter/; Berit Johnsen, Per Kristian Granheim, and Janne Helgesen, “Exceptional 
Prison Conditions and the Quality of Prison Life,” European Journal of Criminology 8, no. 6 (2011): 515-529; Karin A. 
Beijersbergen, Anja JE Dirkzwager, Peter H. van der Laan, and Paul Nieuwbeerta. “A Social Building? Prison Architecture 
and Staff–Prisoner Relationships,” Crime & Delinquency 62, no. 7 (2016): 843-874.
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findings and data

161.7

68.3

8.2

Warrants are a problem for all residents in Baton Rouge, but they are particularly so for Black people. 
Black adults in Baton Rouge are 20 times more likely than the typical American to have an active 
warrant. White adults in Baton Rouge, meanwhile, are 8 times more likely than the typical American to 
have an active warrant. 

1 | RaCIAL DISPARITIES CORRUPT PARISH WARRANT PRACTICES
WARRANTS PER 1,000 ADULTS,
NATIONAL AVERAGE vs. BATON ROUGE (BY RACE)
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NATIONAL 
AVERAGE 
(ALL RACES/
ETHNICITIES)

WHITE 
BATON ROUGE

BLACK 
BATON ROUGE



1.2 %VIOLENT 

FELONY

59.9 %TRAFFIC

13.2 %UNKNOWN

6.2 %MISDEMEANOR 
excl. theft

6.2 %THEFT
ANY TYPE

0.1 %CONTEMPT / 
COURT ORDER

13.2 %NON-VIOLENT 
FELONY

2 | VAST MAJORITY OF WARRANTS ARE FOR LOW-LEVEL VIOLATIONS
ACTIVE WARRANTS BY VIOLATION TYPE

Violent felonies make up just 1.2 percent of all active warrants. Ninety-nine percent of active warrants 
are for violations that are not violent felonies. Well over half (60 percent) of all active warrants are for 
traffic violations. 
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1,634

11,105

71

6,399

1,668

1,083

4,055

	 VAST MAJORITY OF WARRANTS ARE FOR LOW-LEVEL VIOLATIONS
TRAFFIC WARRANTS BY VIOLATION TYPE

Traffic Violation Types with Most Common Examples

Serious DWI, hit and run, negligent injuring, failure to report accident, careless operation, 
drag-racing driving, on suspended license

Distracted Driving Texting and cell phone offenses

Level 1 Speeding, following too closely

Level 2 Illegal passing, failure to stop or yield

Level 3 Light infractions, failure to signal, mirror violations

Minor Regulatory Insurance, inspection, and license violations.

Even warrants for traffic violations are not for dangerous behavior. Almost 14,000 active traffic warrants 
are for violations that are less serious than speeding. Minor regulatory violations account for more than 
25 percent of all active warrants in Baton Rouge.
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0-2
MONTHS

5-10
YEARS

2-6
MONTHS

6 MONTHS - 
1 YEAR

1-2 
YEARS

2-5
YEARS

10+
YEARS

38%

33%

10%

4 %

4 %

5 %

2 %

The age of an active warrant is an indication of how serious law enforcement considers it to be and 
reflects law enforcement’s priorities. Active warrants in Baton Rouge are astonishingly old: 89 percent 
of all warrants are older than one year old, and nearly half (46 percent) are older than five years old. The 
oldest warrants in the database date to the 1970s.

If Baton Rouge purged all warrants older than six months old, its per capita warrant rate would still be 
higher than the national average.12

12	 If Baton Rouge matched the national average of 8.2 warrants per adult resident, it would have 2,798 active war-
rants. It currently has 2,801 active warrants that are 6 months old or younger.
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WARRANTS BY THEIR AGE



The warrant problem in Baton Rouge makes all of us less safe. More than 40,000 people are vulnerable to 
immediate arrest and jailing. In addition to contributing to problems at the jail, this introduces incredible 
tension and danger into every contact police make with citizens. Because the stakes of every police 
interaction are so high – an arrest can jeopardize not just your freedom, but also your job, your custody 
of your children, your ability to pay rent, and more – interactions are needlessly dangerous. When 
people are scared for their lives and freedom, they are more likely to run or resist, putting themselves, 
bystanders, and police and sheriff’s deputies in danger. 

The vast majority of warrants are for non-serious offenses. Nearly 99 percent of warrants are for 
something other than a violent felony, and 60 percent are for traffic offenses. The age of active warrants 
in Baton Rouge is further testament to the fact that they are not a law enforcement priority: 89 percent 
of warrants are older than one year old.

conclusions
RAMIFICATIONS FOR PUBLIC SAFETY

1.	 Vacate all non-felony warrants that are older than 6 months, all warrants for non-violent felonies that 
are older than a year and purge them from law enforcement databases;

2.	 Conduct a review of more recent warrants and vacate all that are for violations or offenses that would 
not result in a jail sentence;

3.	 Develop new policies and practices to address traffic and other violations through non-arrestable civil 
citations instead of warrants.

Baton Rouge can reform its warrant practices, improve the safety of law enforcement officers and the 
public, and save tens of millions of dollars by avoiding building a large, expensive, and less safe jail.

BATON ROUGE SHOULD:
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Voice of the Experienced (VOTE) is a 
grassroots 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization 
with a staff of more than 20 people across 
three chapters—New Orleans, Baton Rouge, 
and Lafayette. With Louisiana’s emergence 
in the criminal justice reform movement, 
VOTE is recognized as the catalyst, mentor, 
strategist, and hub of an entire ecosystem 
in the deep south, where many people said 
criminal justice reform was a lost cause.

The mission of the Law Center is consistent 
with the rich heritage of the Southern 
University System. The Law Center stresses 
legal education of high quality for qualified 
students from diverse backgrounds.

The Promise of Justice Initiative works to 
create positive change for people in the 
criminal legal system at the intersection 
of impact litigation, direct services and 
community engagement. Our tools include 
criminal and civil litigation, organizing, 
direct support, and policy advocacy.

Billing itself as the largest and the oldest, 
the baddest and the boldest, the most loved 
and most hated, most feared and revered, 
and the most cussed and discussed civil 
rights organization in America, the Baton 
Rouge Chapter of the NAACP continues 
the organization’s mission to to achieve 
equity, political rights, and social inclusion 
by advancing policies and practices that 
expand human and civil rights, eliminate 
discrimination, and accelerate the well-being, 
education, and economic security of Black 
people and all persons of color.


