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Jail Committee Report  

April 10, 2026 

Jail Committee Members 

1. Jared Hyrkas, U.P. Engineers and Architects, committee chair  

2. Tom Tikkanen, Commissioner, Board Chair 

3. Gretchen Janssen, Commissioner  

4. Faith Morrison, League of Women Voters of the Copper Country (LWVCC) 

5. Valorie Troesch- LWVCC  

6. Dan Holcomb, Copper Country Republicans chair 

7. Mike Hamilton, trades, retired  

8. Todd LaRoux, Building Department 

9. Justin LaCosse, Houghton County Democratic Party 

10. Andrea Johnson (new member of the committee as of 03/20/26, 97th District Court 

Drug Treatment Court Case Manager) 

Former member: Sharon Foix, Copper Country Republicans (resigned 03/02/26) 

Useful web links: 

Houghton County https://houghtoncounty.net  

2026 Jail Project https://houghtoncounty.net/2026_jail_project.php  

2026 Jail feedback link https://forms.cloud.microsoft/g/THKRayEYdu 

Jail Committee FB page https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61587667299354f 

Jail Committees minutes https://www.houghtoncounty.net/2026_jail_project.php 

2025 Jail Project https://houghtoncounty.net/jail.php 

Abonmarch/Byce master plan https://www.houghtoncounty.net/jail/hc_jail_development_plan.pdf  

2025 Conceptual Design  https://www.houghtoncounty.net/docs/jail_building_imagery.pdf  

2018 Jail Taskforce https://www.houghtoncounty.net/commissions-jail%20taskforce.php  

LWVCC https://lwvccmi.org  

Press Releases https://my.lwv.org/michigan/copper-country/houghton-county-jail-update  
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Formation of the Committee 

In May 2025, the Board of Commissioners of Houghton County determined that the 

condition, size, and design of the current jail facility is inadequate and that a new jail 

should be built. A millage was put before the voters of Houghton County on August 5, 2025 

to authorize a $32 million bond to raise funds to build a new jail for Houghton County (see 

Appendix). The millage did not pass (44% Yes versus 56% No). Three committees were 

formed to investigate some aspects of this failed eIort: 

1. County Held Properties Committee—This committee investigated whether funds for 

a new jail could be generated from the sale of county-held properties 

2. Sharon Avenue and Jail Property-Use Committee—This committee investigated the 

possible re-uses of both the former church building on the County’s Sharon Avenue 

property and the current jail building on Houghton Avenue. 

3. Jail Committee—This committee had the objective to develop a proposed plan for a 

new jail/sheriI’s oIice that the voters will support. 

All committees met in meetings open to the public and with minutes taken and posted 

(https://www.houghtoncounty.net/2026_jail_project.php). The Jail Committee met 

approximately monthly from November 2025 to April 2026 (see Appendix). 

This is the April 10, 2026 report of the Jail Committee to the Houghton County Board of 

Commissioners. 
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Actions of the Committee 

Preliminary discussions 

The committee began with a review of the 2025 millage and discussed why it did not pass. 

The millage had been endorsed by both Copper Country Republican Party and the 

Houghton County Democratic Party. The discussion raised the following issues with 

passing the 2025 millage:  

 

From this list, some of the issues related to the design of the jail, some were related to 

issues being addressed by the other two committees, and some reflected lack of support 

for improving the conditions in the jail or objections to how the project had been developed 

or presented. See the following table for a breakdown. 

Reasons For a “No” vote on the 2025 Jail Millage 

1. Voters did not want higher taxes 

2. Controversies about acquisition of Sharon Avenue property and potential tear 

down of church building (waste of money) 

3. Inmates don’t need nicer places to live  

4. Why so high a price ($32 million)? Why not one of the cheaper plans suggested by 

the consultants? 

5. Need to specify the plans better (uncertainty in the plan) 

6. Did not like the specific plan (questions of why not some other plan) 

7. Some people want other properties sold to reduce costs to taxpayers 

8. Didn’t address detainees that have mental health issues or are juveniles 

9. The jail issue was pushed down their throat during the campaign to pass the 

millage 

10. The jail project planning conducted was not transparent enough; commissioners 

not responsive 

11. County might take in out-of-county inmates and they do not want this 

Our Objective: Develop a proposed plan for a new 

Jail/Sheri!’s O!ice that the voters will support. 
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Issues related to the design of the jail 

Jail Committee 

• Voters did not want higher taxes (cost of the jail) 

• Why so high a price ($32 million)? Why not one of the cheaper plans 

suggested by the consultants? 

• Need to specify the plans better (uncertainty in the plan) 

• Did not like the specific plan (questions of why not some other plan) 

• Didn’t address detainees with mental health issues, juvenile holdover 

 

Issues addressed by the other two committees: 

Sharon Avenue and Jail Use Committee 

• Controversies about acquisition of Sharon Avenue property and potential 

tear down of church building (waste of money)  

County Held Properties Committee 

• Some people want other properties sold to reduce costs to taxpayers 

 

Issues that reflect lack of support for improving the conditions in the jail or objections 

to how the project had been developed or presented 

Board of Commissioners 

• Inmates don’t need nicer places to live  

• The jail issue was pushed down their throat during the campaign to pass the 

millage 

• The jail project planning conducted was not transparent enough; 

commissioners not responsive 

• County might take in out-of-county inmates and they do not want this 
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The Jail Committee focused primarily on the first grouping of issues, all related to the 

design of the jail. Our activities are described in the sections below. 

Communicating with the public 

The purpose of the committee was to develop a proposed plan for a new jail/sheriI’s oIice 

that the voters will support. This purpose had two parts: 1) developing a building plan for a 

new facility and 2) guiding the plan with considerations of the views of the public, since we 

seek a plan that the voters will support. 

The committee addressed the second part first, discussing what we knew of the views of 

the public and also establishing methods of communicating with the public both during our 

work and in a campaign for a future jail millage. 

The committee identified that social media is where many members of the public get their 

information. The committee brainstormed how to get a good sense of the public’s views: 

1. Solicit direct feedback. The county IT staI set up a link that would allow visitors to 

give advice, express opinions, and ask questions. (direct link: 

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/g/THKRayEYdu) The comments received there are 

shared with the committee and become input to the design/discussion. 

2. Create videos for Facebook, Instagram, other social media to provide the public 

with information about jail conditions—a committee member made a trial video 

which was discussed, and this clarified what kind of videos would be most eIective. 

A volunteer from the community is now actively researching and creating social 

media videos/posts for the committee. 

3. Establish a Facebook page for the committee. With input from a member of the 

public, the FB page was established and a few members were trained on how to 

make postings and encouraged to do so. Comments are monitored. 

(https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61587667299354f; see Appendix). This 

eIort is largely untapped and would benefit from a willing individual to spearhead it, 

because we have ideas for many postings to help inform the public. We also have an 

Instagram page that is only partially active. 

4. Issue press releases –The LWVCC has taken this on, and the press releases are 

emailed to members of the press and posted on the League’s website 

(https://my.lwv.org/michigan/copper-country/houghton-county-jail-update ). 

5. Assemble and post Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs). The LWVCC had FAQs 

prepared from the previous millage, and these were updated and are posted on the 
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League’s website (lwvccmi.org) and a link to them was posted on the Committee’s 

Facebook page. 

6. Improve the County’s website- Website Ad Hoc Committee has been constituted 

and is meeting to improve the public’s access to information from the county. 

7. Public service announcements- A PSA on WOLV encourages the public to keep up-

to-date with the jail discussions. 

There are additional tasks on our lists that have yet to be accomplished to aid in the public 

communication: 

1. Need a history of the last 25 years of the eIort to address the jail issues (see 

Appendix). 

2. Need a history of the search for an appropriate place for a new jail (this is 

associated with the 2018 Jail Taskforce’s recommendations, 

https://www.houghtoncounty.net/commissions-jail%20taskforce.php). 

3. Write up for the public a discussion of why the current jail is in the condition it is 

(Short answer: the 1963-built jail has been updated as appropriate, but the spaces 

to do the work are inadequate and hemmed in by the housing so cannot readily be 

enlarged). 

4. Post on social media the reasons why our committee believes the Sharon Avenue 

property is the best location for the jail. 

5. Create additional social media postings based on work done to date and as the 

County proceeds to next steps. 

6. Once videos get developed, add to the YouTube channel for the county 

(https://www.youtube.com/@CountyofHoughton). 

7. Post/share on social media the existence of the press releases and links to jail 

materials on the League’s pages. 

Seeking additional funds other than taxes 

The Jail Committee has pursued federal funding to cover the costs for the design and 

engineering work for a new Houghton County Jail. Federal funding is available through 

Congressionally Directed Spending Requests that are submitted by a region’s U.S. 

Representative and U.S. Senators. Two requests were submitted this year, one through 

Representative Jack Bergman’s oIice and a second through Senator Elissa Slotkin’s oIice. 

See the press release from the LWVCC in the Appendix.  
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Issues related to the design of the jail 

The strongest opinion expressed by the public is that the cost of the jail is too high. The 

committee investigated design and building changes that would decrease this cost. One 

big issue is where to place the jail. A second significant issue is how big the individual 

spaces in the new jail need to be. And a third issue is which spaces/functions should be in 

the new jail. 

Jail location 

The committee discussed several of the possible choices for where to build the new jail 

including the property nearest to the courthouse, other properties in Houghton and outside 

of the city of Houghton, and the Sharon Avenue property. We reviewed the findings of the 

2018 Jail Taskforce and their recommendations, and we found that report persuasive. That 

committee looked at Camp Kitwen, a Dodge Street location, and several other properties. 

Feedback at that time indicated a strong public sentiment against locating a jail near 

downtown.  In response to that feedback, the 2018 Jail Taskforce recommended to the 

Board to find a property not in downtown Houghton but within the City of Houghton. That is 

what the Board did, and this was the reason for the purchase of the Sharon Avenue 

property. Please see the 2018 Jail Taskforce’s website for details. 

By state law, the sheriI is required to maintain an oIice within the county seat, in this case 

within the city limits of Houghton.  A separate requirement states that the SheriI is the 

individual responsible for the operation of the county’s jail, which includes the safety of the 

jail’s staI and inmates.  The lean nature of the operations of the jail and the sheriI’s oIice 

in Houghton County require active daily participation by the sheriI.  Remote oversight by 

the sheriI would have staIing implications that would add significantly to the operational 

costs of the jail and may be a practical impossibility without substantial increases to the 

operational budget.  Further, as the separation distance between the jail facility and the 

courthouse increases, so do labor costs related to transportation of inmates.  As a result, 

locating the jail facility outside the city limits of Houghton would saddle the county with 

significant recurring obligations that are likely to oIset any savings realized in the initial 

construction of the jail or retrofit of an existing facility.  For this reason, while locations 

outside of Houghton were considered, none were able to overcome the disadvantages 

described above. 

The Jail Committee voted to endorse building the new jail and sheriI’s oIice at the Sharon 

Avenue property. 
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Sizes of spaces within the jail 

To investigate the details of the design of a new jail, the committee formed a 

subcommittee, chaired by SheriI Josh Saaranen, called the Jail Needs Subcommittee. This 

subcommittee met approximately twice a month and produced a report for the Jail 

Committee with its recommendations. 

The Jail Needs Subcommittee was able to extract from the Abonmarch/Byce (AB) master 

plan a table of square footages for each of the departments in the jail/sheriI’s oIice. These 

square footages are said by AB to relate to the appropriate size of a 51-bed jail. A jail that 

can house 51 inmates is the appropriate minimum size for a county of our jail’s average 

daily population (ADP), accounting for the average amount of extra space that is needed to 

ensure that proper classification of inmates can take place. 

The 51-bed AB numbers form the basis of a discussion of what the minimum sizes should 

be for the operations of the new jail in Houghton County. The Needs Subcommittee report 

presents the following recommendations and findings: 

1. The primary issue is safety. Our jail facility needs to be inherently safe for workers, 

inmates, and the public. It is not possible to modify the current jail to make the 

necessary improvements. 

2. The five scenarios produced by the jail captain and reviewed by the subcommittee 

show what the needs are in an improved jail/sheri9’s o9ice facility.  

3. The AB square footages and layout are a good starting point to understanding the 

size and work-flow needs in a jail that complies with MDOC [Michigan Department 

of Corrections] requirements.  

4. Estimated costs would go down if we replace the contingency factors used by AB 

with actual knowledge of what construction surprises we are likely or unlikely to face 

in a build on the Sharon Avenue property. 

5. Experienced engineers/designers are the ones to make tradeo9s that could further 

reduce the cost of the build (by shrinking spaces, or sharing spaces, for instance). 

This work would be done in conjunction with the Sheri9’s sta9 to ensure the critical 

needs are met. Once again, safety and e9ectiveness of the jail are primary 

concerns. 

6. Anything that reduces inmate population would also reduce costs. Thus, Treatment 

Court and other diversion programs should be important considerations. 

7. An on-site arraignment courtroom, juvenile holding, and space to deal with both 

inmates in mental health crisis and for drug/alcohol testing are essential additional 

pieces for a new Houghton County jail and should appear explicitly in the plans with 

the other crucial spaces that were previously identified by AB.  
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A final note. The longer we stretch out the process of making the necessary changes, the 

more funds are “wasted” on the current jail – an unsafe, out-of-date, not fit-to-purpose 

facility. It is not fiscally responsible to delay further. 

Diversion Programs (reduce the ADP; increase community safety) 

Funding from the State of Michigan is available to counties through the Community 

Corrections Act (CCA) to support local eIorts to divert appropriate individuals from 

jail/prison into community-based corrections programs. Marquette County leads the 

Regional Community Corrections Advisory Board (CCAB), which Houghton County can join 

and utilize the existing administrative structure of, to access funds and enhance our justice 

system operations. As a CCAB member, we could incorporate the use of an evidence-

based pretrial risk assessment tool during the jail booking process to inform bail decisions 

and identify individuals appropriate for pretrial release or alternatives to incarceration such 

as Treatment Court. At the same time, the pretrial risk assessment identifies those higher 

risk individuals who should be incarcerated due to an increased likelihood of reoIending or 

failing to appear for court, thereby improving public safety. In addition to this jail population 

management tool, as a CCAB member we can increase access to drug/alcohol treatment 

and other rehabilitation programs to address the needs of individuals involved with the 

criminal justice system.  

To access CCA funds for the next fiscal year, Houghton County would need to appoint one 

Commissioner from the County Board to the Marquette Regional CCAB by June 1, 2026. An 

informational meeting with a representative from Marquette County is scheduled for April 

30, 2026, at 12:00pm in the Houghton County District Court courtroom for anyone who is 

interested.  

While the focus of this committee is to develop a plan for a new jail that voters will support, 

it is essential to examine how our jail is being used and the various entry points (e.g., new 

arrests, probation violations, warrants, etc.) that lead to a jail booking. What processes can 

be adjusted to more eIiciently use taxpayer money and more eIectively reduce 

recidivism? These are discussions that could occur among key justice system decision 

makers going forward to ensure the most responsible use of our jail space, as well as other 

county resources. 

Note that the jail is over capacity as of the writing of this report.  
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Recommendations  

The Jail Committee oIers the recommendations detailed below. Above all, continue to 

involve the public in all steps of this project. Additional specific recommendations follow. 

Moving forward with jail design 

Continue the work to do space planning for the proposed facility. Based on the AB 51-bed 

space numbers (in a draft spreadsheet the committee is working on; not included in this 

report), volunteer work could continue with some brainstorming sessions to fully identify 

spaces to be included, including the features and characteristics required to enable safe 

and eIicient execution of jail staI’s daily activities.  This exercise would ideally result in the 

following: 

• A jail facility vision that meets the specific and basic needs of Houghton County.  

Note: The jail will be no larger than necessary and at a minimum complexity (i.e. no 

“gold plating”.) 

• By understanding the needs of the SheriI and his team, eIiciencies may be 

captured in the design of the jail that to minimize staIing and recurring 

maintenance costs. 

• A jail concept that includes modest features and spaces to enable diversion and 

rehabilitation, ADP is minimized (resulting in a smaller jail facility.) 

• Create a block definition diagram (BDD) to document what features/ equipment 

would need to exist in each. The result would be a reasonably complete list of 

spaces and a high-level plan of what goes where, which could then be used later by 

a professional as a resource/starting point to inform the size estimates and also 

things like the spaces’ power/data/utility requirements. The goal would be to make 

sure when we say “booking” or “evidence storage” that we’re all picturing the same 

thing and we’re able to communicate this vision to the professionals and the public. 

• By clearly communicating these needs to a future design firm, the non-recurring 

engineering cost to the county would ideally be reduced by streamlining the 

requirements definition and stakeholder engagement phases of the design process. 

 Once this exercise is complete, better definition of the jail size and features would exist.  

This information could facilitate engagement with local contractors to get their feedback on 

the likely construction cost (more below). This is intended to be a two-way dialog – 

feedback will be solicited from contractors on ways to minimize construction costs, if they 

are willing to provide that feedback. 
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Local experts’ input (RFI, RFQ, Meet and Greet) 

Seek input from local experts. At the most recent committee meeting there was 

considerable discussion of perhaps having an RFI—Request for Information event or 

document submittal or an RFQ—Request for Qualifications document submittal where 

interested parties would submit their qualifications and plan for delivering a jail to the 

County. Both of these requests, or even a simple workshop or meet and greet, would serve 

as an open venue to invite local (and not local) contractors to come and hear what type of a 

build is under consideration and to oIer their views of the plans and possible ways 

forward. It is thought that getting this type of group together could help build confidence 

that a smaller amount of funding could be sought while still raising enough revenue to build 

a safe and eIective jail that meets standards. Formal engineering plans would need to be 

contracted for in the future with an RFQ or RFP (Request for Proposals), but getting local 

input might be a step to help understand how much funding is actually needed, since the 

current cost estimate, while based on the consultants’ expert opinion and by applying 

estimation techniques based on other areas, still represents a very large range of costs, 

making it diIicult to commit to a specific number without risking of under- or over-

estimation.  

This discussion went further into project delivery types, and we discussed the traditional 

Design-Bid-Build, Design-Build, CM with incentivized profit, and the fact that there are a 

few other possible project delivery methods that might work. We are unsure if they are all 

permissible under the County’s procurement policy and ask that the commissioners 

determine that with their legal counsel so it can be determined if any of the options besides 

Design-Bid-Build could be pursued. There is a chance for project cost savings if all delivery 

types can be considered. 

Formal Board commitments 

Make formal Board commitments. Members of the public have expressed concerns about 

what exactly the plan is for the jail project. For example, several years ago, there was 

discussion of moving the courts to Sharon Avenue and some wonder if that still is the plan. 

Talk of demolishing the church building resulted in a sharp response from the public, and 

the change by the Sharon Avenue committee to thoughtfully assessing re-use of that 

building was a positive outcome. Without a clear and concise plan for jail-related projects, 

misinformation and assumptions can spread though the community, drowning out the 

actual deliberations of decisionmakers.   

What is the solution to this? Going to a millage before there is a formal plan involves asking 

the public to rely on County leadership to make sound judgements. Will the public agree to 
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do that? The three-committee process of the last many months is a testimony to the 

Board’s commitment to serious, open engagement with the public. What more can be 

done? Here are some suggestions: 

1. Go on the record (formal votes) about plans that are established. For example, the 

millage resolution used in 2025 is very broad. Can the millage “ask” be more 

specific? With guardrails?  

2. Commit to shortening the bond or reducing the number of mils if costs are less than 

imagined, and if it is legally possible to do this. Contingency planning inflates costs 

to cover unknowns in a project. If things work out well and costs are not as high as 

feared, the Board could commit to shortening the bond or reducing the number of 

mils to save the taxpayers money.  

3. Establish an ongoing process for the public to have input and share information with 

the public. Find someone willing to spearhead Facebook postings of the project 

developments, for example. 

4. Address the issues summarized in the third section of the table on page 5 and issue 

statements about them. For example, can the County commit that it is not seeking 

to house other counties’ prisoners? 

5. Support diversion programs. Every arrestee who can safely be released on their own 

recognizance is money saved by the taxpayers. Every arrestee who is correctly 

identified as being appropriately incarcerated increases community safety. Also, 

taxpayers’ money is saved every time a county diversion program succeeds in 

preventing an oIender from becoming a repeat oIender. The regional Treatment 

Court is a successful diversion program in place in Houghton County. Greater 

emphasis on pre-trial risk assessment of arrestees saves money and increases 

public safety. 

Millage planning and timing 

Weigh trade-o9s for a November vote versus a later vote.  The Board of Commissioners is 

tentatively planning for a November 2026 millage vote. The time is short for completing 

suIicient design work that would be convincing to the public prior to that. 

The Jail Committee has discussed whether engineering plans need to be developed for 

there to be a successful millage. Are there actions, short of presenting completed 

engineering plans, that could be taken to meet the needs of the public in their decision 

making? The committee assessed the advantages and disadvantages of a November 2026 

millage election. 
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Here are the advantages: there will be an election in November and thus the ~$30,000 cost 

of a special election in the future would be avoided if the millage is on the November ballot. 

Also, some members of the public feel that November is the only time to have such an 

important ballot question, as it is the main election day. Additionally, every necessary 

repair to the current jail is, in the long term, a waste of taxpayers’ money. 

Disadvantages include the limited amount of time the County has to develop a new plan 

that voters will support. If it is the same plan as last time, some of the committee believe it 

is unlikely to pass. Also, voters may get “jail millage fatigue” and be further infuriated that 

they keep being asked to support it. Then if it fails and is put on a future ballot, they may 

feel like the millage is being attempted to be snuck by them if it is done during a minor 

election in the future. Also, the County will not know in November 2026 if it has been 

awarded either of the grant requests that were sent in to the federal government, so it may 

be asking for more than it needs. 

Budget the jail project 

Budget the jail project.  The jail is a priority of the Board; priorities are in the budget. The 

2027 budget of the County will soon be under development for September adoption. The 

costs for moving forward with jail plans should be part of the county’s budget and trade-

oIs with other services made clear. If funds are not raised through a millage, and if the jail 

is essential, then the costs fall on the general funds of the county. Even if the funds can be 

raised through a millage, it would show good will to the county residents if the county can 

prove that it will pay for a portion of the jail with its annual budget so that the millage ask is 

less than the full cost of the jail. 

Future of the Committee 

Many of the Committee members are committed to continuing the work of the County on 

this project as the planning proceeds. The next scheduled meeting of this committee is 

May 7, 2026 at 4pm in the 5th floor conference room of the Houghton County Courthouse. 

They would encourage members of the other committees to join them if those committees 

are not continuing after this point. 
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II: Meeting dates and the members of the committee’s subcommittee. 

Jail Committee Meetings (monthly) 

1. 11/3/25 

2. 12/8/25 

3. 1/5/26 

4. 2/2/26 

5. 3/2/26 

6. 3/23/26 (joint with Jail Needs Subcommittee) 

7. 4/6/26  

8. 5/7/26 (scheduled) 

 

Jail Needs Subcommittee Members 

1. SheriI Josh Saaranen 

2. Detective Charlie Klein 

3. Captain Travis Dessellier 

4. Faith Morrison 

5. Valorie Troesch 

6. Justin LaCosse 

7. Mike Hamilton  

8. Jennifer Kelly 

9. Susanna Peters 
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