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A Weighty Responsibility - My Perspective on the Proposed Jail Expansion & Justice 
Center

I have always shared the Commissioners' desire to make safety in Boone County priority one. 
Their desire to push forward a project with many unanswered questions, however, is one I do 
not share, especially when that project requires a tax increase. If the Commissioners' proposed 
solution was a slam dunk option or the only option to consider, it would have been easy to move 
forward. The remaining open items to evaluate for the sake of Boone County taxpayers include:   
1) the forthcoming report and recommendations from the Boone County Justice Commission, 2) 
the potential impact of transformational efforts at the state level regarding criminal justice, and 
3) the analysis of a pending, monumental economic development announcement that could 
bring a significant increase in tax revenues to our county, for which it would be incumbent upon 
us to evaluate for the potential of eliminating or substantially reducing the need for a tax 
increase. 

As we go through this public process of evaluating the best way forward on the Boone County 
Jail expansion and Justice Center Project, the Council is completing its due diligence. I hold in 
highest regard the office each Council Member fills, serving in the fiduciary roles we have been 
charged to carry out by our constituents.

***Please see the below column I wrote that was published in the Lebanon Reporter on April 6, 
2022.

- My Perspective on a Weighty Responsibility -

The Boone County Council was asked last July by the Boone County Commissioners to pass a 
2% income tax on Boone County citizens (on top of our current 1.5%) to pay for a $35-39 
million Jail expansion and Justice Center without a plan for the structure for us to review and 
take to taxpayers to receive their input. They have now set the price tag at $58 million. 
 
We asked for a plan and for the cost associated with that plan to be presented to the council. 
We first heard the plan at a public meeting on October 28 and then in the first half of November 
received the document in our email inboxes. 
 
The plan for the project is absolutely critical to the Council as per Indiana statute, the Council 
has the responsibility to investigate the need for the structure when it is a build-operate-transfer 
project, which is how this project has been proposed.
 
The Boone County Council voted to establish the Boone County Justice Commission (BCJ 
Commission) to assist the Council in their investigation into the need for the structure. The BCJ 
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Commission started public meetings in  the last part of 2021 and into 2022 with the final meeting 
to occur on April 12th at 6pm in the Witham Pavilion at the Boone County Fairgrounds.
 
Boone County Justice Commission will be issuing a report of their findings from 
Commission meetings and work study groups on key topics pertaining to the proposed Jail 
expansion and Justice Center. That report will be finished following the last meeting on April 
12th. The Executive Committee of the Commission will need to approve the report and then it 
will be presented to the Boone County Council for review. The expectation is for the report to be 
presented to the council and public at the May Council Meeting.
 
After reviewing the Boone County Justice Commission report, the Council will then need to vote 
on a resolution as to whether the investigation into the need of the structure supports the 
structure as presented by the Commissioners, or if there needs to be an adjustment to its scope 
based on the investigation.
 
If the vote is in favor of supporting the project as presented, the next step would be a final 
review of funding, which a vote to pass a Jail Local Income Tax for the citizens of Boone County 
to pay for the 20-year bond to fund the project would be on the table.
 
If the vote is in favor of adjusting the scope of the project, then changes would be incorporated 
before going further.
 
The Commissioners recently asked that a vote to pass a new tax on Boone County citizens be 
on the Council's agenda for our April meeting, which would be before the Boone County Justice 
Commission has completed their work. The work of the BCJ Commission is a keystone effort in 
assisting the Council in fulfilling our statutory duty of due diligence through the investigation of 
the need for the structure. Voting on passing a tax on the proposed Jail expansion and Justice 
Center now would preempt the Council's due diligence from being completed. This process is 
an essential function of checks and balances in government. A potential vote on a tax increase 
versus living within our means is very weighty and should only be considered with a significant 
amount of public input and thorough evaluation.
 
The question being asked: Is this the right move for Boone County right now? 
 
Adding to that evaluation: 
 
1) The issue that we’re facing now with inflation and interest rates is part of the equation and 
should be considered, but not drive the project. What should drive the project is due diligence 
and making sure that a $58 million capital expenditure, with $5-6 million in additional costs for 
furniture, fixtures & equipment, and up to a $2 million/year (total figure still under 
development) increase in total operating costs are necessary and justified. Inflation is already 
an additional tax on us all and this large of an expenditure could currently only be paid for by an 
additional .2% tax on all of our incomes.
 
2) Legislation, with support from all three branches of state government, is being developed for 
the 2023 Budget Session of the Indiana General Assembly as a “transformational effort in 
criminal justice.“ It includes a new concept of starting Regional Recovery Inmate Centers across 
Indiana to focus intensely on treatment and recovery services for those who have gotten in 
trouble with the law primarily due to mental health or substance use issues. This would provide 
judges and prosecutors another option, other than jail placement, that is tailor-made  to address 
their needs. When planning for the criminal justice needs going out 20-25 years, we are on the 
cusp of understanding more what impact Regional Recovery Inmate Centers could have on the 
population of our county jail and then being able to factor that information in to adjust future 
need projections.



 
3) We also are in the midst of an election for who will serve as our next Sheriff for the upcoming 
4 to 8 years.The Sheriff Candidate Forums have been valuable avenues for public discourse 
pertaining to a tax increase tied to a Jail expansion and new Justice Center, and it is essential to 
understand their priorities and perspectives on this topic. Also, it has been shared at these 
forums that while the jail population has been kept significantly down over the last two years due 
to social distancing needs, there has not been an increase in crime with the alternative 
consequences that have been rendered. This is helpful to understand. 
 
4) In Boone County, we have all learned recently that there is the potential for a monumental 
economic development project to land in our county, which would bring changes that we need to 
pause and understand from many standpoints, including the substantial growth in population 
and tax revenue...and how both of these could affect the Jail/Justice Center project . Regarding 
potential growth in tax revenue, if this development comes into being, as soon as information 
would be available on timing, job creation and capital investment associated with this 
development, we would need to run calculations on projected increases in tax revenues. 
Depending on forthcoming information, it would be incumbent upon us to investigate financing 
options based on dedicating a portion of that growth in tax revenue to pay the bond payments 
for the project without raising taxes.
 
As we go through this public process of evaluating the best way forward on the Jail/Justice 
Center Project, the Council will be completing its due diligence and walking through the steps 
before us. I hold in highest regard the office each Council Member fills, serving in the fiduciary 
roles we have been charged to carry out by our constituents.

Elise M. Nieshalla
Boone County Council President
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