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12th year, No. 349

BY JAMES FINN | Staff writer

Campaign money gathered by political 
action committees is pouring into New Or-
leans’ mayoral and other municipal elec-
tions this year at a pace and scale rarely 
seen in the city.

The deluge follows steps Louisiana law-
makers took this spring to change rules on 
the committees, which raise money and 
make contributions to political campaigns. 
The changes are the latest in a string of 
court orders and policy shifts at the state 
and federal level that have handed wealthy 
donors more tools to influence politics.

Records show five political action com-
mittees have raised $418,000 and counting 
in recent months to benefit candidates in 

PACs are 
fighting to 
swing N.O. 
elections

Bolstered by controversial 
new rules, committees 

raise huge sums of cash

BY JILLIAN KRAMER and JEFF ADELSON | Staff writers

Taj Sullen watched them in the courtroom for years, always 
dressed in orange jumpsuits and bound in chains: the two men 
charged in her son’s murder.

She came for their hearings, only to suffer through post-
ponements. She came for their trial, only to endure its can-
cellation.

Every time, Sullen had only the small comfort 
of knowing that, even if not yet convicted, the 
men were still in jail.

That changed one morning last year on yet an-
other futile visit to the court.

Sullen, wearing a shirt with the words “Justice 
4 Sabastian,” did not see one of the men in the 
courtroom. Instead, she encountered him in a 
hallway there — unshackled, free.

He had posted bail. 
Shocked, she fled from the courthouse with 

clenched fists and hurried down its steps.
On the sidewalk, she began to cry.
A woman approached. She wore a shirt with 

her own murdered son’s name printed across the 
front. Another bereaved mother stuck, like Sul-
len, for years.

“Can I give you a hug?” the woman asked.
Sullen leaned into her arms. The woman whispered 

three words:
“Don’t give up.”

Sullen’s anguished wait for justice is not a story of one case 
gone awry.

It’s a portrait of a punishing, systemic breakdown in New 
Orleans that stalls murder cases longer than almost anywhere 
else in the country.

A Times-Picayune analysis of tens of thousands of court 
records for 916 murder and manslaughter de-
fendants over the last decade shows that Orleans 
Parish Criminal District Court takes nearly three 
years, on average, to close its cases from arrest 
to disposition — triple the time that authorities on 
courts set as the goal to resolve felonies.

In the last decade, the analysis shows, only 49 
cases, or about 1 in 13, closed within that one-year 
mark.

Thirty-nine cases idled for more than six years.
The chronic delays have no one cause or culprit. 

The city’s murder cases are often impeded by a 
multitude of serious, unchecked issues.

Staffing shortages. Funding gaps. Neglected 
DNA tests. A debilitating backlog at the state’s 
only mental health hospital for criminal defen-
dents. Judges inattentive to the chronic swirl of 
dysfunction and its cost. 

Similar problems exist in courts across Louisi-
ana, which are among the slowest in the country. But no-

where are the consequences more stark than in New Orleans, 

LONGING FOR JUSTICE

Long, chronic delays in the N.O. court system inflict 
years of anguish on families of murder victims

STAFF PHOTO BY SOPHIA GERMER
Taj Sullen hugs Lurline LaBeaud-Duncan outside Orleans Parish Criminal District Court after separately seeking justice for their 
sons who were shot and killed in New Orleans. Sullen’s son, Sabastian Henry, was killed in 2022. LaBeaud-Duncan’s son, 
Gregory Heisser and his fiancée Darnisha DeSilva, were shot to death in 2018. 
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Landry

BY ALYSE PFEIL |Staff writer

Gov. Jeff Landry says Louisiana govern-
ment has a lot to learn from private busi-
ness.

“We’re trying to turn the 
aircraft carrier,” he said. 
“It’s about shifting the cul-
ture.”

One of his strategies to 
do that is LA DOGE, an ini-
tiative that Landry began 
a decade ago as attorney 
general and revived late 
last year. He rebranded the 
program to echo President Donald Trump’s 
effort, originally led by Elon Musk, to slash 
spending.

Landry says  
LA DOGE  

can streamline 
government
Led by governor’s ally, 

initiative stresses 
business-minded approach

ä See LA DOGE, page 6A
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STAFF PHOTOS BY SOPHIA GERMER
Taj Sullen’s Marrero living room is filled with memorials to her son Sabastian Henry, who was shot and killed in 2022.

the state’s most murderous city, 
and one of the most violent in the 
country.

 “The amount of time it takes 
to close a homicide case in New 
Orleans is an unconscionable fail-
ure,” said Jesse Manley, interim 
executive director of Court Watch 
NOLA, a nonprofit that has tracked 
the court’s progress for nearly two 
decades. “And everyone in our 
community — victims, defendants 
and concerned citizens — is paying 
the price for delayed justice.” 

The breakdown traps families of 
murder victims in a grinding cycle 
of trauma and grief as they return 
again and again to courtrooms, 
desperate for closure.

Meanwhile, murder defendants, 
presumed innocent by the law un-
til proven guilty, are stripped of 
their right to a speedy trial and 
consigned long-term to jail cells.  

And New Orleans residents bear 
the heavy financial burden of so 
many delayed cases, including the 
costs of incarcerating defendants 
pretrial — millions per year. 

The time it takes to dispose of ho-
micide cases is “simply too long,” 
said Orleans Parish District Attor-
ney Jason Williams. “It’s too long 
for grieving families and too long 
for my prosecutors.”

To streamline prosecutions, Wil-
liams formed a team of attorneys 
focused only on homicide cases. 
It is making strides in resolving 
cases expeditiously. But a signifi-
cant backlog of hundreds of cases 
persists.

The Times-Picayune’s findings, 
Williams said, call for “a system-
wide endeavor” to confront the 
underlying reasons why so many 
cases are plagued by delays.

Two months ago, The Times-
Picayune sent Chief Judge Trac-
ey Flemings-Davillier questions 
about its findings. The court de-
clined to comment. Hours after 
the investigation published online, 
Judicial Administrator Robert 
Kazik sent The Times-Picayune 
a written response defending the 
court. He described an intricate, 
“time-consuming and convoluted” 
legal process, citing many factors 
“outside the judiciary’s control.”

Authorities nationally expressed 
dismay about the pace of homicide 
cases in New Orleans.

David LaBahn, a veteran pros-
ecutor and president of the Asso-
ciation of Prosecuting Attorneys, 
called the failure “just a really 
huge level of awfulness.”

Why New Orleans lags behind
Chronic delays have long beset 

Louisiana’s courts, where cases 
begin to stall almost as soon as a 
suspect is arrested.

Louisiana gives prosecutors up 
to 120 days after an arrest to indict 
a homicide suspect. 

Over the past decade, New Or-
leans prosecutors have filed ho-
micide charges at a median of 106 
days — nearly the full legal limit.

Backlogs deepened during 
the pandemic, when lockdowns 
ground court systems to a halt and 
exposed long-standing vulnerabili-
ties. But even before COVID, New 
Orleans’ case-processing times 
lagged.

In a study of 2018 data from 
nearly 100 jurisdictions across the 
country, the National Center for 
State Courts found that homicide 
cases resolved in about 468 days. 
At the time, the typical homicide 
case in New Orleans took twice as 
long.

Many of Louisiana’s largest 
courts appear to have overcome 
pandemic-related challenges. But 
not New Orleans.

Jefferson Parish resolves its typ-
ical homicide case a full year soon-
er than its neighbor. Caddo Parish 
in northern Louisiana is slightly 
faster than New Orleans. East Ba-
ton Rouge Parish, which overtook 
New Orleans as the slowest court 
system during the pandemic, is 
now nearly 18% quicker at closing 
its homicide cases. 

New Orleans is an outlier even 
among jurisdictions with similarly 
high murder rates. 

Baltimore disposes of homicide 
cases in half the time it takes New 
Orleans. In Cleveland, cases take 
only a third as long as they do in 
the court at Tulane Avenue and 
South Broad Street. Even Houston 
and Miami, which are considered 
among the slowest court systems 
in the country by criminal justice 
experts, close homicide cases fast-
er than New Orleans.

Structural failures drive the de-
lays that grip New Orleans.

Unlike many other Louisiana cit-
ies, New Orleans relies on the State 
Police Crime Lab to test samples 
in homicide cases. Recent data 
showed it took an average of 441 
days for the lab to deliver results.

Meanwhile, dozens of homicide 
cases each year have been slowed 

by a ballooning waitlist for the 
Eastern Louisiana Mental Health 
System, where defendants deemed 
unable to stand trial are sent for 
treatment.

Records also show deep dysfunc-
tion in New Orleans’ court, includ-
ing some judges who struggle to 
enforce what experts say are the 
most basic and crucial principles 
of case-processing efficiency: set-
ting firm hearing and trial dates.

The typical homicide case in 
New Orleans has more than 30 
hearings. In the most extreme ex-
ample, one case included 132 hear-
ings over nine years, according to 
court records.

Trial dates are also routinely 
reset. For example, on a recent 
day, one judge had 11 trials on his 
docket. None began.

Nicole Waters, director of data, 
analytics and forecasting for the 
National Center for State Courts, 
said the most efficient courts set 
meaningful events and limit post-
ponements called “continuances.” 
Each continuance, a study by the 
center found, delays a case by 
three weeks.

New Orleans homicide cases 
have 11 continuances, on average.

Matthew Derbes, chief of the 
district attorney’s homicide unit, 
which launched in 2023, said the 
system’s stop-and-go rhythm is 
“frustrating for us and more im-
portantly, the families.”

They get “emotionally geared up 
for trial,” he said. “They’re wait-
ing for justice, waiting for justice 
— and then we have to make that 
phone call and tell them we’re de-
layed.”

National standards set in 2011 
call for resolving 98% of felony 
cases within a year.

While the majority of states have 
adopted case-processing time 
goals, Louisiana has never made 
them law, and an effort last year 
to enact them failed in the state 
Legislature.

Over the last decade, only 7.45% 
of New Orleans homicide cases 
were closed within a year. In fact, 
it was more likely for a case to take 
five or more years to resolve than 
one.

At least nine cases left open last 
year were a decade old or older. 
The oldest open homicide case was 
16 years old.

The older cases get, the harder 
they are to try. 

“Jurors are skeptical of old 
cases, even if [their age] isn’t our 
fault,” said Forrest Ladd, an Or-
leans Parish assistant district at-
torney.

‘There’s just no justice for me’
More than a year after Sullen 

embraced another grieving moth-

er outside of New Orleans’ court-
house, the case of the men accused 
in her son’s killing remains open, 
caught in a tangle of delays and 
institutional inertia.

A triggerman shot Sabastian 
Henry in the head and chest on 
Feb. 18, 2022. Then, with the help 
of an accomplice, he dragged Hen-
ry’s lanky body into an abandoned 
Algiers apartment and ran. 

Sullen’s sixth child died before 
his 21st birthday.

Police found what they believed 
to be the murder weapon and a wit-
ness who identified the accomplice 
only by a nickname: “Pap.” 

On Feb. 21, 2022, officers ar-
rested Brandon “Pap” Hamilton, 
who was indicted on a charge of 
obstruction of justice, and Alaric 
Smith, the alleged gunman, who 
was indicted on a charge of sec-
ond-degree murder. 

Weeks later, Sullen moved from 
Houston to a West Bank hotel. 
What was the point of signing a 
lease, Sullen remembers thinking, 
that she would have to break in 
less than a year? 

But with every drive from a 
fruitless court hearing back to the 
$115-a-night room that was rapidly 
draining her savings, Sullen began 
to doubt the case would reach a 
quick resolution. 

For several months, the case 
passed between three judges. Then 
attorneys on both sides asked for 
seven continuances over the next 
18 months. A trial date was set and 
canceled. 

Sullen complained to the Dis-
trict Attorney’s Office. She asked 
private lawyers to intercede and 
push for a fast prosecution.

“Represent me,” she begged. “I 
must have rights, too.”

But they couldn’t help her, she 
said.  

“If we have all this evidence,” 
Sullen said, “then why are all these 
trials getting set back?”

In the first two months of this 
year, untested DNA samples led 
prosecutors to reset five scheduled 
homicide trials, including the case 
of the men accused of killing Sul-
len’s son.  

DNA swabs from the alleged 
murder weapon sat for nearly two 
years before a private lab, hired to 
help clear New Orleans’ backlog, 
tested them. Even then, prosecu-
tors couldn’t move forward: It took 
State Police analysts, who retained 
custody of the evidence, another 
six months to file their report.

On a recent call with a prosecu-
tor in March, Sullen learned the 
trial would be pushed back an-
other six months to Sept. 8. The 
private lab’s DNA analyst wasn’t 
available to testify, the prosecutor 
explained. 

“There’s just no justice for me,” 
Sullen yelled into the phone. “He’s 
getting more justice than me.”

Memories fade, cases falter
Delays don’t typically benefit the 

prosecution. Prosecutors lose zeal. 
Evidence is lost by human error 
and acts of God. Witnesses forget, 
recant, disappear or die. 

“If you hang out with defense 
lawyers,” said LaBahn, the presi-
dent of the national prosecutors as-
sociation, “they will say a criminal 
case is just like a red wine: It gets 
better over time.”

In a trial that began last March, 
nearly five years after Alfred 
Simmons’ arrest for second-de-
gree murder, a defense attorney 
scoffed at the scant details offered 
by a witness. 

“My memory done fade away,” 
the witness said. “If y’all had put 
me on the stand two days after this 
happened, I would have told you. 
It’s been five years.” 

In the last decade in New Or-
leans, homicide cases that took 
more than three years to go to trial 
were 60% more likely to result in a 
not-guilty verdict as cases that are 
put before a jury in less time. 

Prosecutors also routinely dis-
miss their oldest cases as evidence 
weakens, said Rebecca Dunlea, a 
University of Massachusetts Low-
ell criminologist who studies pros-
ecution and case efficiency. 

In the last 10 years, New Orleans 
prosecutors dropped 66 homicide 
cases; nearly two-thirds of them 
were more than two years old. One 
was 13 years old; the only eyewit-
ness had disappeared.

Prosecutors asked to resched-
ule at least 17 trials last year be-
cause witnesses were unavailable. 
Another nine trials were delayed 
when other cases took precedence 
on the court’s crowded docket.

But the consequences of delay 
aren’t always measured in case 
outcomes. Sometimes, they’re 
borne by families.

Linda Bush has lived the cost of 
delay not once, but twice.

Her nephew was shot dead dur-
ing a robbery on Dec. 10, 2012, in 
Algiers. For three years, the case 
stalled until the alleged killer, 
Bobby James, filed a speedy trial 
motion. When prosecutors failed to 
bring him to trial within 120 days, 
he was freed from jail.

Then, he shot and killed a man in 
Metairie.

In Jefferson Parish, James was 
tried, convicted and sentenced to 
life in prison for second-degree 
murder in just over a year. New 
Orleans prosecutors dropped their 
case against him. 

Another devastating call for 
Bush came on Christmas Day 2018. 

Her brother was shot and killed 
outside a bodega in Algiers. Police 
arrested Damyia McInnis for the 
murder. But by the time the case 
reached trial nearly six years later, 
a key witness had died, and her tes-
timony was lost.

The jury convicted McInnis of 
aggravated battery and obstruc-
tion of justice, but couldn’t reach a 
verdict on the murder. A retrial is 
scheduled for Nov. 17.

During the trial, prosecutors 
played surveillance camera foot-
age that captured the killing so 
clearly that jurors could see smoke 
rising from the body of Bush’s 
brother after he was shot. 

The jury’s indecision shook her, 
Bush said. “It felt like we watched 
him die on that video for no rea-
son,” she said.

Delays also carry broader conse-
quences. They damage “the repu-
tation of the justice system,” said 
Dunlea, the criminologist. Witness-
es become reluctant to participate 
in a system “they don’t perceive as 
able to help them,” she said.

Others may lose faith in the sys-
tem’s ability to deliver justice.

Bokio Johnson was arrested for 
murder on March 23, 2022, after 
prosecutors say he gunned down 
the man accused of slaying his two 
children the year before. Prosecu-
tors had not yet brought that man, 
Hollis Carter, to trial.

“Perhaps my client thought 
the justice system was moving 
too slowly,” his defense attorney 
yelled during closing arguments 
last June.

Hours later, the jury found John-
son guilty of the lesser charge of 
manslaughter. 

Delay as a defense
In 2012, Court Watch NOLA iden-

tified a “culture of continuances” 
in New Orleans’ criminal justice 
system. About two-thirds of the 
nearly 3,000 court settings its vol-
unteers observed that year didn’t 
move forward as scheduled.

The watchdog reported that de-
lays were “primarily driven” by 
defendants and their attorneys.

Defense attorneys may request 
continuances for strategic reasons 
or out of necessity. Orleans Public 
Defenders have faced significant 
resource constraints, including in 
2012, when the agency was forced 
to lay off one-third of its staff, said 
Danny Engelberg, chief public de-
fender.

Public defenders juggle more 
than 100 felony cases at once, he 
said.

The stakes of a murder convic-
tion — mandatory life in prison — 
also demand that attorneys “leave 
no stone unturned,” a process that 
can involve months of investiga-
tion, expert consultation and legal 
back-and-forth before a case can 
be resolved, said Engelberg.

The adversarial legal system 
also encourages defense attor-
neys to play the long game. They 
may slow walk cases hoping pros-
ecutors lose interest or that time 
yields a better plea deal for clients 
without credible claims of inno-
cence, said John Fuller, a private 
attorney.

Even so, that pace can frustrate 
defendants.

On a recent morning, Kendall 
Harrison waited in shackles for 
two hours to address Judge Dar-
ryl Derbigny.

A nonunanimous jury convicted 
Harrison of second-degree murder 
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Sabastian 
Henry was 
found shot 
and killed in 
2022 at this 
abandoned 
apartment 
complex in 
Algiers.
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in 2014. His case was one of 40 
sent back to New Orleans’ crimi-
nal court for retrial after the U.S. 
Supreme Court outlawed split ver-
dicts. 

That was more than three years 
ago. 

“I’ve been in this court since I 
was 17 years old,” said Harrison, 
now 30, as he pleaded with the 
judge for a fast resolution. “I don’t 
feel like I’ve been given a fair 
shake at all, your honor.”

His case remains open.
Of the 40 retrials ordered follow-

ing the U.S. Supreme Court Ramos 
v. Louisiana decision in 2020, 11 
have not reached a new verdict.

When judges don’t move cases
Donald Sheppard sent his son, a 

talented musician, to New Orleans 
with a one-way bus ticket. Play 
your trumpet on Bourbon Street, 
he’d told his son, “and you’ll never 
be broke.”

By the time Ahmad Sheppard 
was shot and killed on June 14, 
2013, in his Lower Garden District 
apartment, he’d earned a name for 
himself in the French Quarter and 
made his father proud.

For nearly a year, Sheppard 
watched as the case against his 
son’s alleged killer limped through 
the court system. Finally, a stern 
order by Judge Benedict Willard 
appeared in the court record: 

“Their (sic) will (sic) no more 
continuances.”

Over the next three-and-a-half 
years, Willard granted at least 23 
more continuances. 

Eighteen trial dates were reset. 
Every postponement hollowed 

Sheppard, a social worker with a 
master’s degree, a little further. 

“I would go from prepared back 
into the valley of darkness and 
shadow of death. I couldn’t deal 
with it,” Sheppard said, until the 
only thing that eased his pain was 
crack cocaine. 

When a trial finally commenced 
after more than four years, Shep-
pard was sober and helping mili-
tary veterans, like himself, over-
come addiction at a rehabilitation 
center in Arkansas. But the trial 
ended in a mistrial. 

A year before the pandemic 
stunted the already yearslong 
case, the defendant, Travis Co-
chran was accused — and later 
convicted — of using his attorney’s 
letterhead in a scheme to sneak 
contraband into the city’s jail. 

Cochran’s attorney quit the case, 
forcing a fresh start with a new 
lawyer.

For years, a second trial didn’t 
start. Even Cochran begged the 
judge for a resolution, calling the 
delays an “atrosis (sic) failure of 
the state” in a handwritten motion. 

It took nearly 10 years for a jury 
to find Cochran guilty of second-
degree murder. 

“I said I would not die until I got 
justice for my son,” Sheppard said 

after the Sept. 18, 2024, verdict.
Research shows case-processing 

times cannot be attributed to any 
one factor, including court struc-
ture, staffing, case type or how 
work is divided. But authorities 
on courts say one party has dis-
proportionate power to push cases 
forward: judges.

Over more than a decade as di-
rector of the research nonprofit 
Vera Louisiana, Jon Wool said he 
witnessed some of New Orleans’ 
judges act in a way “inconsistent 
with any effort to move toward 
swift justice.” 

Three-hour workdays and court 
closures were routine, said Wool, 
who now volunteers with PAC for 
Justice, which aims to put pro-
gressive judges on New Orleans’ 
benches.

That dynamic appears to bear out 
in The Times-Picayune’s findings: 
Homicide cases in the court’s slow-
est section take about twice as long 
to resolve as those in its fastest.

Derbigny presides over the 
court’s slowest section. Cases in 
Willard’s section take the second 
longest to resolve, on average. 
Both judges have been on the 
bench for more than two decades.

Neither Derbigny nor Willard 
responded to interview requests.

In May, the Louisiana Supreme 
Court appointed a temporary 
judge to Derbigny’s section until 
Aug. 1 for reasons the court de-
clined to provide.

Lawmakers who view New Or-
leans’ criminal court bench as 
bloated tried last year to strip 
funding for the court’s magistrate 
commissioners, in an effort to 
force its judges to work harder. 

But the judges beat back the at-
tempt, and lawmakers instead 
asked the Louisiana Supreme Court 
to appoint monitors to observe the 
court and compile reports.

The high court denied The 
Times-Picayune’s request to view 
those reports.

At least twice in the past 20 
years, the Louisiana Supreme 
Court has tried to evaluate judi-
cial staffing levels at lawmakers’ 
request, but it’s been stymied by 
unreliable data and a faulty for-
mula for judging workload.

Last fall, the high court launched 
another attempt, commissioning a 
study with the National Center for 
State Courts. The results of the 
study are not yet known.

Locked in a cycle of delays
On another day in Willard’s 

courtroom, a mother waited to see 
her infant’s killer sentenced.

The judge was nearly 30 min-
utes late, delaying that day’s entire 
docket.  

“Are you OK?” a victim-witness 
advocate asked the mother.

“It’s been three years,” she re-
plied. “Twenty more minutes won’t 
hurt.”

What she needed, the mother 
said, were her baby’s clothes: the 
last things she dressed him in. 

“I don’t care if they are covered 
in blood,” she said. “I just want 
them.”

Louisiana grants basic rights 
to surviving family members, in-
cluding the right to attend court  

hearings.
But those trapped in the system’s 

longest-running cases endure pro-
longed emotional stress. Many 
face job insecurity and financial 
hardships, as court dates consume 
entire workdays, said Alison Mor-
gado, chief of victim-witness ad-
vocates at the District Attorney’s 
Office.

“We’re always going to empha-
size they have a right to be pres-
ent,” said Morgado. “But I’m not 
going to drag a family out of their 
wage-paying job to sit [in court] 
for six hours” for nothing.

With every court hearing, fami-
lies are also forced to relive “the 
worst thing that’s ever happened 
to them,” said Rae Taylor, a crimi-
nologist and sociologist at Loyola 
University in New Orleans. “It’s 
excruciating, like a second assault 
or revictimization.”

Karen Valteau-Williams’ niece, 
Monique Blunt, was killed on Nov. 
27, 2021, in a spray of a dozen bul-
lets that police would later say 
were intended for someone else. 

Blunt, whom Valteau-Williams 
called her “precious pearl,” was 
shot while driving her 8-year-old 
son home from a family movie 
night in Gentilly. Several rela-
tives, including Valteau-Williams’ 
daughter, rushed to the scene. 

They tried to reach Valteau-Wil-
liams, but she was asleep. 

Instead, she woke to her son’s 
screams: Monique is dead! Mo-
nique is dead! Later, her daughter 
described what she had seen that 
night: Blunt’s adult daughter des-
perately administering CPR.   

Valteau-Williams attended more 
than 30 hearings in the case of the 
alleged killer, Freddie Smooth. 
Each time, the tragedy of Blunt’s 
death elbowed aside happy family 
memories to make room for the 
sounds of her children’s screams. 

“I’d go back to that night,” Val-
teau-Williams described. “It was 
terrible, going back into that deep, 
dark space of remembering that 
night and feeling so helpless.” 

When a jury convicted Smooth in 
December, after more than three 
years, Valteau-Williams thought 
she was freed from reliving the 
murder. 

But nearly five months later, on 
the day Smooth was set to be sen-
tenced, she was confronted with 
another delay: Smooth’s attorney 
had yet to be provided with a trial 
transcript. Without one, the attor-
ney argued, he couldn’t move for-
ward with the sentencing hearing.

The judge granted a continu-
ance.

“Are you serious?” Valteau-Wil-
liams whispered as she watched. 

She had flown into New Orleans 
from her home in northeast Texas 
for this moment. 

“How can anyone get to a point 
of acceptance,” she asked, “when 
you’re trapped in this cycle?”

COMING MONDAY: An inside 
look at new homicide unit 
attempting to break the 
backlog of unresolved New 
Orleans murders.

LONGING FOR JUSTICE

How we reported this story
The Times-Picayune reporters spent more than a year 

investigating how long it takes homicide cases to move through 
New Orleans’ criminal court — and why. 

No single database tracks the path of murder cases from arrest 
to disposition in New Orleans. Public records are scattered across 
agencies, riddled with errors and often incomplete. So reporters 
built their own.

They collected records for every person charged with murder 
or manslaughter between Jan. 1, 2015, and Dec. 31, 2024, in 
Orleans Parish Criminal District Court, starting with case data 
from the district attorney’s and sheriff’s offices. Then, they verified 

and expanded the datasets using court records, police reports 
and news archives, to detail every action in every case.

The resulting database included the cases of 658 defendants 
whose cases had closed and 258 defendants whose cases 
remained open at the end of last year. In addition to those cases, 
eight more were excluded because the defendants died before 
resolution.

To put New Orleans’ case-processing times in context, reporters 
compared their findings with pre-pandemic data from nearly 100 
jurisdictions compiled by the National Center for State Courts, 
and against more recent figures from large court systems in 

Louisiana and across the country.
To understand why cases stalled, reporters submitted public 

records requests to agencies throughout the city’s criminal legal 
system. They analyzed data from the Louisiana Department of 
Health and the Louisiana State Police Crime Lab. 

They reviewed thousands of pages of court filings and 
transcripts; observed scores of hearings; and interviewed dozens 
of people, including national researchers, prosecutors, defense 
attorneys and jurors.

To capture the human cost of delay, they also interviewed those 
most affected: victims’ families and the accused.

LEFT, Linda Bush rests a hand on the family tomb at 
McDonoghville Cemetery in Gretna. Bush’s nephew was shot 
and killed in 2012 and her brother in 2018.

Donald Sheppard leaves the Orleans Criminal District Court building with Victim-Witness Advocate Melissa 
Lewis following the verdict of his son’s murder in New Orleans, on Sept. 18, 2024. Ahmad Sheppard was shot 
and killed on June 14, 2013. 

STAFF PHOTOS BY SOPHIA GERMER
Linda Bush plays with A’mir Bush, the grandson of Leon 
Bush, at McDonoghville Cemetery in Gretna last year. Leon 
Bush was shot and killed on Christmas in 2018.

Karen Valteau-Williams holds 
pearls in her hands at her 
apartment in northeast Texas. 
Valteau-Williams’ niece, Monique 
Blunt, was killed on Nov. 27, 
2021. She called her, ‘precious 
pearl.’

The New Orleans Police Department investigates the scene of the fatal 
shooting of Monique Blunt at a gas station in the 6300 block of Elysian 
Fields in New Orleans on Nov. 27, 2021. 

JUSTICE
Continued from page 8A
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13th year, No. 26

TULANE STOPS TWO-POINT TRY TO DOWN SOUTH ALABAMA  1C

BY JILLIAN KRAMER | Staff writer

The murder case of Widner DeGruy 
was already three years old when his 
defense attorney asked to reschedule a 
hearing so he could escort his wife to a 
Mardi Gras ball.

The judge granted the request.

That delay in 2018 was one of many that 
stalled the case over 10 years, as court re-
cords show the judge agreed to attorneys’ 
requests to postpone hearings and trials 

for a dentist appointment, an opportunity 
to speak at a conference and to prioritize 
other cases.

DeGruy’s still unresolved case stretch-
es across a decade in which homicide 
prosecutions in New Orleans took longer 
to close than almost anywhere else in 
the country, an analysis by The Times-

Picayune found. The system’s slow pace 
leaves victims’ families and defendants 
waiting for justice, trapped in a debilitat-
ing limbo, and shackles taxpayers with 
mounting expenses.

Some delays are unavoidable. But in-
side Orleans Parish Criminal District 
Court, hearings and trial dates routinely 
collapse for preventable reasons: lawyers 

‘Dysfunctional’ court plagued by case delays
Murder hearings, trial dates collapse for preventable reasons

ä See COURT, page 8A

BY ANTHONY McAULEY | Staff writer

It was only a few months ago that 
National Guard troops arrived in the 
streets of downtown New Orleans.

Armed with rifles and dressed in 
fatigues, their presence was a show 
of force following the Bourbon Street 
terror attack, aimed at calming fears 
as the city prepared to host the Super 
Bowl.

Now, city residents and civic leaders 
are reckoning with the likely return of 
those soldiers as part of President Don-
ald Trump’s latest move to suggest that 
stopping crime in Democratic-led cities 
requires military help.

During an Oval Office news confer-
ence last Wednesday, Trump said he 
was considering sending National 
Guard troops to patrol New Orleans, 

Weary of 
crime, N.O. 

residents 
open to 

federal help
But some question if 

deploying National Guard 
is the best approach

BY MEGAN WYATT | Staff writer

Nicole J. Moncrief was caring for her 
wheelchair-bound mother and her two 
nieces as Hurricane Rita barreled to-
ward their Lake Charles home 20 years 
ago.

Ahead of previous storms, none of 
which caused major damage, her mom 
was the one to secure the family home 
and evacuate everyone to safety. But 
those responsibilities fell to Moncrief, 
then 34, ahead of Rita.

While her family evacuated north, Ri-
ta’s winds ripped open the roof of their 
family home, destroying most of their 

Effects of 
Hurricane  
Rita linger  

20 years later
Southwest Louisiana 

storm forgotten  
in wake of Katrina

CARDINALS AT SAINTS • NOON • CBS  1C

H

ä For 
more on 
the series, 
go to 
nola.com

ä See RITA, page 12A

ä See HELP, page 5A

STAFF PHOTOS BY SOPHIA GERMER
Rolanda Teal, an anthropology professor, walks past signs for the Magnolia Plantation at Cane River Creole National 
Historical Park in Derry on Aug. 20.

BY JENNA ROSS | Staff writer

DERRY — Rolanda Teal strode onto 
the old plantation at Cane River Cre-
ole National Historical Park, blowing 
past a map. The anthropology profes-
sor knows this park and its stories. As 
a student, she helped tell them.

Teal once sifted through dirt be-
side the Magnolia Plantation’s slave 
quarters to find dice and coins. She 
interviewed former tenant farmers 
to trace the outlines of a typical day. 
She gave tours, once to a man who had 
lived there.

Over the years, the oral histories 
she collected made their way into ar-
chives and onto the dozens of historic 
signs and markers arranged across 
the national park’s two sister planta-
tions, set a few miles apart along the 
winding Cane River in Natchitoches 
Parish.

One sign near the entrance of Mag-
nolia describes the scale of the planta-
tion at its height: 275 enslaved people 

living in 70 cabins cultivated cotton 
and other crops. Near those small 
brick cabins, later home to tenant 
farmers, a sepia sign describes the 
gardens that once encircled them, 
quoting from one of Teal’s interviews. 
“We had a big garden... Peas, okra, to-
matoes, pumpkins...”

Now, the 62-year-old worries about 
what stories this place will soon tell.

Signs posted across this national 
park’s 63 acres, like those at parks, 

monuments, battlefields and historic 
sites across the country, might disap-
pear or look very different in coming 
weeks.

As part of President Donald Trump’s 
directive to restore “truth and sanity 
to American history,” the National 
Park Service is reviewing signs and 
materials at its 433 sites for “inappro-
priate content.”

‘THIS ISN’T  
BUSINESS AS USUAL’

Louisiana national 
park tells a story of  
slavery that some 
fear will be erased

A dog stands on the porch of the former Magnolia plantation hospital at Cane 
River Creole National Historical Park in Derry.

ä See PARK, page 8A

LONGING FOR JUSTICE
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triple-book trials, judges 
take last-minute vacations, 
evidence can’t be found.

“It’s like the Wild West,” 
said Elizabeth Strauss, a 
former New Orleans pros-
ecutor who now practices 
in Florida. “It’s really scary 
that something can be that 
dysfunctional and still func-
tion.”

All involved bear some re-
sponsibility, but judges have 
the most power to advance 
cases.

“We have too many court-
rooms in this state where 
the culture is an expectation 
of a (delay),” said Louisiana 
Supreme Court Justice Will 
Crain, who is helping with 
an effort by the high court 
to review judicial caseloads, 
in which nearly all Louisiana 
judges participated. “You 
have to change the culture 
— and the judge does that.”

In New Orleans, cases of-
ten spiral out of control for 
reasons within the court’s 
grasp, records show. Court-
wide case-processing rules 
don’t exist. Calendars lack 
coordination. Consequences 
play out daily: attorneys 
rushing between hearings or 
failing to appear at all, with 
scheduling gaps snowball-
ing into months of lost time.

Some judges let homicide 
cases drift, unable or unwill-
ing to hold the line. Dead-
lines slip; routine exchanges 
of evidence drag for months; 
trial dates hinge on a single 
witness’ schedule.

It’s common for some 
judges to arrive at court 
late — leaving families and 
police officers waiting ex-
tended periods — and exit 
before noon. In those short-
ened stretches on the bench, 
little meaningful work gets 
done, records show.

The result is a steady 
churn of continuances, or 
postponements, that the 
National Center for State 
Courts says is the biggest 
obstacle to timely, fair jus-
tice.

In a letter to The Times-
Picayune, Judicial Admin-
istrator Robert Kazik said 
judges navigate “numerous 
complexities and consider-
ations” behind the scenes, 
off the bench. He added that 
attorneys need time outside 
of court to prepare for hear-
ings and trials.

Spotty recordkeeping 
makes it difficult to track 
court delays. In DeGruy’s 
case, for example, few de-
lays have been captured as 
official continuances.

DeGruy was arrested in 
2015 and stood trial in 2019. 
A nonunanimous 11-1 jury 
found him guilty of second-
degree murder, but a year 
later, the conviction was 
overturned and his case was 
sent for retrial. He’s yet to 
face another jury.

Less than 20 continuance 
requests were logged in his 
case’s minute entries, the of-
ficial running notes of each 
hearing. Yet court records 
suggest only about half of 
more than 100 scheduled 
proceedings took place as 
planned.

Court Watch NOLA, which 
tracks local courts, attended 
3,014 hearings and trials last 
year, in cases of all kinds. Its 
volunteers saw proceedings 
continued 41% of the time, a 
tally the group says under-
states the true scale of delay 
because volunteers view a 
limited number of hearings.

“I was surprised how little 
got done,” one wrote. “In my 
over three hours in court, 
the judge was only there for 
an hour of it.”

Chief Judge Tracey Flem-
ings-Davillier, who presides 
over DeGruy’s case, did not 
respond to an interview re-
quest. Kazik wrote that the 
pandemic scuttled sched-
uled trials across the court, 
including in DeGruy’s case, 
and that attorney turnover 
and DeGruy’s recent re-
quest to represent himself 
also caused setbacks.

Kazik cited a dozen “valid” 
reasons judges may grant 
continuances to protect 
the constitutional rights of 
defendants, ranging from 
failed defendant transport 
to untested DNA.

Those delays, he wrote, 
stem from factors outside 
the court’s control. For ex-
ample, the court “is at the 
mercy” of officials charged 
with transporting incarcer-
ated defendants, he wrote, 
and cannot rush “the need 
for adequate time to review 
voluminous” discovery.

By contrast, Kazik wrote 
that postponements follow-
ing repeated attempts by 
lawyers to avoid trial with-
out sufficient cause “may 
not be considered valid.”

“Ultimately,” he contin-
ued, “cases must move for-
ward when delays threaten 
constitutional protections.”

Courtwide policies include 
rules on case allotment, 
transfers and recusals, in-
tended to “reduce unneces-
sary delays in docketing a 
defendant’s case,” Kazik 
wrote. But he offered no 
details about practices de-
signed to improve efficien-
cy once a case was before a 
judge.

“When the court has come 
under criticism, the path of 
least resistance is to look 
at all those different fac-
tors and blame,” said Crain. 
“They may be right.”

But, he added, it’s difficult 
to pinpoint the causes of 
delay without a full review 
— something Orleans Par-
ish has resisted. If the court 
isn’t to blame for backlogs, 
Crain said, “it’s going to be 
revealed, isn’t it? So what’s 
the fear?”

Attorneys double-booked
On Aug. 18, inside the 

court’s Section J, Judge 
Franz Zibilich leaned for-
ward in his chair as yet 
another case sputtered to 
a halt on an outsized, aged 
docket that he’d been ap-
pointed to reduce.

He called a defendant’s 
name, but no one rose: The 
attorney was in another 
courtroom.

Another matter unrav-
eled when attorneys on both 
sides said they weren’t pre-
pared to proceed. “Don’t 
you lawyers talk to one an-
other before you come into 
court?” he snapped. “I don’t 
get it.”

Then Zibilich called the 
case of Keith Kisack, a sec-
ond-degree murder pros-
ecution still active after 
16 years. “Can we move on 
that?” Zibilich asked.

“We have to wait,” Michael 
Kennedy, Kisack’s latest de-
fense attorney, replied. The 
assistant attorney general 
now prosecuting the case 
had not yet come to court.

When the prosecutor ar-
rived nearly an hour and a 
half after Zibilich took the 
bench, he announced he 
hadn’t yet been authorized 
to offer a resolution.

Zibilich set a trial date for 
Sept. 8.

“This is a go,” he said.
In April, a Metropolitan 

Crime Commission report 
showed Judge Darryl Der-
bigny, who had presided 
over Section J for 23 years, 
carried a felony caseload 
twice that of any of his col-
leagues.

In response, the Louisiana 
Supreme Court asked Der-
bigny to turn over his dock-
et and calendar, Crain said. 
Derbigny requested medical 
leave instead, then resigned 
July 30. Justices appointed 
Zibilich and another retired 
judge, Calvin Johnson, to 
take over his docket.

Such direct intervention 
by the high court is rare. 
Now, Crain said, the court 

“is interested and willing 
to look into judges’ compe-
tence — their ability to man-
age the business of being a 
judge.”

Kisack’s prosecution is the 
oldest open homicide case 
in New Orleans’ court. But 
it didn’t begin in Derbigny’s 
section.

Instead, it pinballed 
through six of its 12 court-
rooms, offering a rare map 
of dysfunction across the 
system.

Two and a half years 
passed before a trial date 
was set, then canceled. Six 
years into the case, attor-
neys announced they were 
haggling over a plea. They 
were still negotiating more 
than two years later, push-
ing trial dates along the way.

At least four times, attor-
neys didn’t show up. In one 
instance, they claimed they 
weren’t aware a hearing was 
scheduled. In another, a de-
fense attorney who failed to 
appear didn’t answer phone 
calls from the judge.

Kennedy inherited the 
case two years ago. Even 
basic discovery took four 
months to reach him, re-
cords show. Two trial dates 
dissolved when prosecutors 
said they weren’t ready.

Kennedy filed a speedy 
trial motion last October. 
But Kisack was sentenced to 
life in prison in 2018 under 
the state’s habitual offender 
statute, leaving the motion 
without teeth, Kennedy said.

On Kisack’s most recent 
trial date, Aug. 11, law en-
forcement authorities didn’t 
bring him to court, one of 
several times records show 
he wasn’t brought from 
prison.

Kazik wrote that Kisack’s 
case is “characterized by its 
complexity, stemming from 
multiple cases and defen-
dants involved,” and that the 
recusal of the District Attor-
ney’s Office from the case 
and the appointment of the 

Attorney General’s Office 
added “almost two years” to 
the case’s life span.

Kennedy said not every 
homicide case should resolve 
within the one-year national 
goal. “But I have seen where 
it gets egregious,” he said.

Even judges who are con-
sidered among the speedi-
est in the court take nearly 
two years — almost double 
the benchmark — to close 
homicide cases, The Times-
Picayune found.

In Kisack’s case, Kennedy 
added, “we’re talking about 
a murder case so old it could 
drive.”

Working full days
Judges set their own stan-

dards for case processing, 
creating a system that can 
be gamed.

For homicide cases head-
ed for trial, prosecutors 
have two years to bring de-
fendants before a jury. But it 
also provides legal avenues 
for attorneys to press pause.

Attorneys may file last-
minute motions or substitute 
counsel, both of which reset 
the clock. Some book two, 
three or even four trials for 
the same day, in different 
courtrooms. A defense attor-
ney recently set four homi-
cide trials to begin simulta-
neously, while records show 
at least three murder trials 
were reset this year because 
a prosecutor double-booked 
himself.

In one homicide case three 
years ago, prosecutors ar-
gued to Flemings-Davillier 
that defense attorneys had 
made a habit of manipulat-
ing the court’s lack of coor-
dinating calendars.

They asked her to hold a 
lawyer in contempt for set-
ting three trials to begin con-
currently.

Flemings-Davillier de-
clined, according to a court 
transcript, saying: “We all 
know … multiple trials are 
set on the same day in every 
section of court.”

A shared jury calendar, 
which dictates which court-
room gets first claim to po-
tential jurors, does little to 
prevent delays: In the past 
decade, hearings and trials 
in homicide cases were reset 
at least 246 times because a 
courtroom or attorney was 
already tied up with another 
trial.

Each of those resets 
slowed down cases by about 
a month, on average, The 
Times-Picayune found.

Calendars that mash mul-
tiple types of hearings onto 
the same day “build an ex-
pectation of continuances,” 
said Crain. The volume of 
cases and factors outside 
judges’ purview “necessi-
tates” delays, he said. “But 
you have to create a culture 
where attorneys don’t ex-
pect one.”

Judges who don’t work full 
days compound the problem.

It’s nearly impossible to 
know how many hours judg-

es work. They don’t clock in 
or out. Security cameras in 
the courthouse parking ga-
rage, which might show ar-
rivals and departures, have 
been broken for years, court 
staff said.

But in 2019, Court Watch 
NOLA reported that 57% 
of sessions they observed 
started late; judges only ex-
plained or apologized 12% of 
the time.

Kazik wrote that judges 
“spend numerous hours” 
working off the bench and 
outside of the courthouse, 
including “reviewing case 
files,” evaluating “proce-
dural issues,” “analyzing 
case law,” and more.

“Operation of the court is 
much like managing a busi-
ness, which requires that 
one focuses on the subject-
matter of the work, as well 
as all of the ancillary and 
consequential matters that 
pertain to achieving the 
goals and objectives of the 
works — those are the as-
pects of the judicial role 
that not many see or under-
stand,” he wrote.

Steps to curb delays
Across Louisiana, at least 

two other court systems 
have recently invited exter-
nal review of their case-pro-
cessing efficiency, including 
East Baton Rouge’s 19th Ju-
dicial District Court.

There, Chief Judge Don-
ald Johnson said he saw a 
system where judges took a 
passive role in case progres-
sion.

“The more I read and 
learned, the more I realized 
that I, as a judge, and the 
court as a whole, could serve 
as the leader and the pri-
mary public safety agency 
in setting the pace for case 
progression,” Johnson said.

In New Orleans, some 
judges are taking steps to 
curb postponements.

For example, three years 
ago, Judge Kimya Holmes 
held a defense attorney in 
contempt after he left her 
courtroom for another trial, 
delaying a trial in a four-
year-old murder case.

In July, seven judges held 
Sheriff Susan Hutson in con-
tempt for allegedly failing 
to transport defendants to 
court. Hutson has appealed, 
and an agency spokesper-
son said deputies transport 
464 defendants per week, on 
average, to the court.

But the court as a whole 
has refused to adopt even 
simple solutions, such as cal-
endar synchronization, dual 
dockets and unified case-
processing rules, which ex-
perts say can have substan-
tial impact.

“There are different ways 
you can probe these dockets 
to make them work,” Crain 
said. “What you have to do 
first is be willing to say that 
what is currently being done 
doesn’t work.”

Staff writer Jeff Adelson 
contributed to this report. 
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The time it takes to close a homicide case in New Orleans’ criminal 
court varies widely by section. But even in the fastest section, only 
about half the cases were resolved in less than two years — double 
the amount of time authorities aim for such cases to take.

JUSTICE BY JUDGE

Judge

Darryl Derbigny

Benedict Willard

Marcus DeLarge

Camille Buras

Robin Pittman

Nandi Campbell

Kimya Holmes

Simone Levine

Rhonda Goode-Douglas

Angel Harris

Leon Roche

Tracey Flemings-Davillier

Note: These numbers represent averages in each section of court over a decade, from 
Jan. 1, 2015 to Dec. 31, 2024. Few judges have served an entire decade.

The effort is one way 
Trump’s team is trying to 
rid public spaces of “woke” 
ideology, promoting a more 
positive view of U.S. histo-
ry. Historians have warned 
that the moves could ef-
fectively erase difficult but 
important periods of the 
country’s past, with slavery 
at the top of that list.

Following the directive, a 
survey posted at National 
Park Service sites in June 
asked visitors and staff to 
report signs “that are nega-
tive about either past or liv-
ing Americans or that fail 
to emphasize the beauty, 
grandeur, and abundance of 
landscapes and other natu-
ral features.”

According to internal 
agency documents re-
viewed by The New York 
Times, National Park Ser-
vice employees flagged lan-
guage about the effects of 
climate change, the impris-
onment of Native Ameri-
cans and the brutality of 
slavery.

At Cane River, one person 
reported a sign recounting 
an attempted slave escape, 
questioning its naming of 
the enslavers and its not-
ing of the whipping that fol-
lowed.

As of late August, that 
sign still stood. But Interior 
Secretary Doug Burgum 

has ordered the removal of 
inappropriate signs by Sept. 
17, the Times reported. 
Whether this sign or others 
like it is set for edits is un-
clear. Current Cane River 
staff members declined to 
comment for this article, 
referring a reporter to the 

National Park Service.
“We’ll be evaluating all 

signage, including national 
parks in Louisiana, along 
with the public feedback 
we’ve received,” said a Na-
tional Park Service spokes-
person via email, who didn’t 
provide their name. “Each 

piece of public feedback 
we receive is manually re-
viewed and evaluated. This 
effort reinforces our com-
mitment to telling the full 
and accurate story of our 
nation’s past.”

To Teal, the possible re-
visions feel like a personal 

and professional rebuke.
“It feels like a lifetime of 

work is being destroyed,” 
she said, stretching her 
arms outward.

Researching untold stories
As a young, Black kid in 

the 1970s, Teal and her fam-

ily traveled to state and na-
tional parks in an RV.

She didn’t see herself re-
flected in the stories told 
then, but didn’t expect to, 
either. “It was never for us, 
anyway,” she said.

So she became the person 
who collects the stories. As 
a cultural anthropology and 
archaeology professor at 
Houston City College, Teal 
has focused her research 
on correcting narratives 
and spotlighting marginal-
ized groups. Some of Teal’s 
recent research uncovered 
new escape routes that en-
slaved people traveled from 
Natchitoches along the Cane 
River into Texas.

Over her career, history 
became more inclusive. 
National and state parks 
became regular clients. Be-
cause of Teal and historians 
like her, the country was 
reflecting — and attracting 
— communities of color at 
its historic sites, sometimes 
called America’s biggest 
classroom.

“You were starting to see 
it in the park, in the images 
of Black and Brown people 
on the literature,” Teal said. 
“Oh man, we were getting 
somewhere.”

‘A hot potato’
From the start, telling the 

story of slavery along the 
Cane River meant talking 
about things people didn’t 
want to talk about.

PARK
Continued from page 1A

ä See PARK, page 9A

STAFF PHOTO BY SOPHIA GERMER
Rolanda Teal, an anthropology professor, looks over historic signs at Cane River Creole National Historical Park. Established 
in 1994, the park comprises two cotton Creole plantations, Oakland and Magnolia.
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BY STEPHANIE RIEGEL
Staff writer

A New Orleans tradition, that ex-
ists only as an old memory, is the 
excitement of a day spent shopping 
on Canal Street when it was lined 
with department stores and ladies 
donned white gloves — even if only 
to meet friends under the clock at 
D.H. Holmes.

In the middle of that bustling strip 
was Adler’s, a family-owned jewelry 
and gift shop, where generations of 
brides registered for china, crystal 
and sterling flatware and krewe 

captains commis-
sioned pins for their 
courts.

While the gloves 
and hats on Canal 
Street long ago 
gave way to hotels, 
quick-serve restau-
rants and T-shirt 
shops, Adler’s, once 

known as the Tiffany’s of the South, 
has remained — until now.

After 127 years in continuous 
operation, Adler’s is going out of 
business, according to its third-gen-
eration owner, Coleman E. Adler II, 
who is retiring.

Adler, 82, said the decision to 
close the two stores, located on Ca-
nal Street and in Metairie, was his 
alone.

“I will be 83 in January, and I have 
been doing this a long time,” said 
Adler, who took over the business in 
1973 at age 29, after his father and 
uncle died within a month of each 

other. “Many of my friends did this 
a long time ago. It is time.”

His four children, who have 
worked beside him in various ca-
pacities at Adler’s over the years, 
will not keep the business going.

“They have their own careers and 

Losing the jewel 
of Canal Street

STAFF PHOTO BY CHRIS GRANGER
Canal Street is reflected in the window of Adler’s in downtown New Orleans on Wednesday. The Canal Street shop 
is iconic, but after 127 years, third-generation owner Coleman E. Adler II said he is ready to retire and is closing its 
jewelry stores.

BY JILLIAN KRAMER
Staff writer

Louisiana is failing to swiftly admit criminal de-
fendants who need mental health treatment to the 
state’s only hospital equipped to care for them, cre-
ating a backlog so severe it has stalled hundreds of 
cases across the state.

The dire backlog persists even after a class-
action settlement required the hospital to accept 
patients within roughly two 
weeks.

On average, murder and 
manslaughter defendants 
statewide spent nearly seven 
months last year waiting for 
a bed at the Eastern Louisiana 
Mental Health System, an analysis of homicide 
cases by The Times-Picayune shows. New Orleans’ 
defendants languished even longer: seven months 
and nine days.

The delays ripple through courts statewide, but 
the gridlock is felt acutely in New Orleans, where 
homicide prosecutions already move among the 
slowest in the nation. The crushing wait for admit-
tance to the state mental hospital is just one force 
driving delays in a justice system so clogged that 
cases can take years to resolve, eroding public 
trust and upending the lives caught in its churn.

At the end of last year, 30 defendants from New 
Orleans were awaiting transfer to the hospital. By 

Mental 
health 

backlog 
delays 
cases

Defendants in N.O. murder  
trials wait months for 

treatment, records show
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PROVIDED PHOTO BY ADLER’S
A view of Adler’s on Canal Street in the 1890s.

Adler

ä See ADLER’S, page 22A

ä See DELAYS, page 4A

BY JENNA ROSS
Staff writer

MONROE — The friends arrived at the soup kitch-
en with toddlers in their arms and worry in their 
eyes.

Ashleigh Pearce and Sabrina Spearman had 
heard that because of the federal shutdown, their 
food assistance would be cut. (“Just gone.”) Then 
they heard that Louisiana would restore a quarter 
of their allotment at a time. (“So I’ve gotta buy 
some eggs.”) Then, they could lose benefits, long-
term. (“People really need those funds.”)

‘People just can’t 
afford to live’

As federal shutdown threatens 
SNAP, need for Louisiana 

residents on the rise

ä See SNAP, page 8A

STAFF PHOTO BY DAVID GRUNFELD
People wait in line for a hot meal at Grace Place Ministries Soup Kitchen 
on Jackson Street in Monroe on Wednesday. The nonprofit has seen a 
surge in demand as SNAP benefit reductions and the ongoing federal 
shutdown make it harder for many families in northeast Louisiana to put 
food on the table.

Adler’s, an icon of New Orleans, to shutter after 127 years

Landry

Rousse

BY TYLER BRIDGES
Staff writer

Four days before the LSU Board 
of Supervisors would select a new 
university president, McNeese 
State President Wade Rousse and 
University of Alabama Provost 
James Dalton met at the LSU pres-
ident’s house.

Publicly, both were still candi-
dates for the LSU job. Behind the 
scenes, however, Rousse had al-
ready secured it.

Gov. Jeff Landry had spread the 
word quietly weeks earlier that 
Rousse’s business-oriented ap-
proach for LSU aligned with the 
governor’s vision. Lee Mallett, 
the board’s vice chair and a close 
Landry ally, had been working as-
siduously to arrange for Rousse to 
show off his can-do personality in meetings with 
other board members and key political and busi-
ness leaders.

But Rousse had publicly faced complaints from 
some faculty and students who said he wasn’t qual-

Insiders reveal 
how Rousse 

became LSU’s 
president

Landry played role in selection, 
as at other state universities

ä See ROUSSE, page 10A
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mid-October, 33 remained 
caught in the backlog, con-
fined in a jail that a federal 
judge has ruled unequipped 
to handle defendants’ seri-
ous mental-health needs.

Jon Wool, the longtime for-
mer director of Vera Louisi-
ana, a nonprofit researcher 
that advocates for criminal 
justice reform, called the 
hospital’s wait times “ex-
traordinary.” That people in 
need of treatment “spend so 
much of that time not actu-
ally being restored to com-
petency but being held in the 
local jail — where there’s no 
capacity to help them — is 
an extraordinary failure,” 
he said.

In the meantime, cases 
freeze. Under Louisiana law, 
once a defendant’s mental 
health is questioned, no oth-
er steps can be taken in the 
case until the competency 
process is resolved.

The delays exact a toll on 
everyone, attorneys say: 
Victims’ families lose the 
chance for closure, defen-
dants lose the right to a 
timely process and cases 
weaken as memories fade 
and evidence is lost.

Admission times have im-
proved in recent months: 
Data from the state Health 
Department shows defen-
dants have waited about 
four months to be admit-
ted to the facility this year, 
after the state struck deals 
with four private hospitals 
to take in more than 200 of 
its patients.

But the state is still out of 
compliance with the law-
suit’s settlement agreement, 
records show, in which the 
hospital agreed to admit de-
fendants within 15 days of 
receiving a judge’s order.

Barksdale Hortenstine Jr., 
the director of Orleans Pub-
lic Defenders’ mental health 
unit, called ELMHS’ recent 
wait-time reductions a “huge 
improvement,” but “still far” 
from what’s needed.

“Wait times cause all sorts 
of problems,” Hortenstine 
said, “but chief among them 
is the prolonged suffering of 

people, presumed innocent, 
while they languish in jail.”

In one extreme case, sec-
ond-degree murder defen-
dant Tyrone Fountain has 
spent nearly seven years 
awaiting trial as he has 
repeatedly landed — and 
stayed stuck — on the hospi-
tal’s waitlist.

And some lawyers now 
debate whether the process 
itself has become a tool of 
delay — a system so back-
logged that questions of com-
petency, once raised to pro-
tect defendants’ rights, can 
also be used to stall cases.

Pandemic delays
New Orleans police ar-

rested Fountain on Dec. 31, 
2018, alleging he beat a local 
talent agent to death during 
a daytime purse snatching 
on a 7th Ward sidewalk.

His arrest came four 
years after criminal defen-
dants across the state in 
2014 brought a class-action 
lawsuit against the Louisi-
ana Department of Health, 
which runs the hospital, and 
top state health officials. The 
lawsuit alleged prolonged, 
unconstitutional waits for 
detainees ordered for treat-
ment.

The 573-bed hospital in 
Jackson serves all 64 par-
ishes and treats criminal 
defendants found mentally 
ill and unfit to stand trial. 
But its waitlist has swelled 
because there simply aren’t 
enough beds to accommo-
date the number of people 
across Louisiana who need 
treatment.

In the aftermath of a 2016 
settlement in the lawsuit, 
the state showed progress, 
reducing delays somewhat 
yet rarely meeting the 15-
day deadline it had agreed 
to.

For example, the first time 
a judge ruled that Fountain 
was incompetent to stand 
trial, in 2019, he waited 16 
days for admission to the 
hospital.

But then, the pandemic 
eroded the state’s gains.

The Eastern Louisiana 
Mental Health System sus-
pended admissions for four 
months amid pandemic 
shutdown orders. At the 
time, only 16 defendants 

from across the state were 
on its waitlist. But that num-
ber surged as admissions 
remained frozen and the 
backlog built.

By the second time a judge 
sent Fountain there during 
the throes of the pandemic, 
it took 10 months for him to 
be transferred. Last Septem-
ber, Fountain was ordered to 
the hospital a third time; it 
wasn’t until the following 
spring that he was admitted 
there, according to records.

Other New Orleans homi-
cide case logs reflect a simi-
lar crawl.

A judge ordered Loretta 
Norman to the hospital in 
November 2023, but five 
months later, she was still 
awaiting transfer and sat 
sixth on the waitlist. In a 
separate case, a judge also 
ordered Ariel Shelling to 
the facility in November 
2023; more than a year later, 
court records show she was 
still waiting and moved into 
first place on the waitlist.

Emma Herrock, the 
Health Department’s com-
munications director, said 
in an email that its yearlong 
contracts with the four pri-
vate facilities have helped 
the state hospital make 
gains. But the deals expire 
in 2026. And several of the 
220 patients transferred to 
the private facilities have 
also returned to ELMHS be-
cause of “aggressive (and) 
unmanageable behaviors,” 
Herrock wrote.

Herrock also said an “in-
crease in orders for admis-

sion by the criminal courts” 
has meant the department’s 
strides haven’t been as 
strong as anticipated.

When asked what plans 
the hospital has to increase 
the number of patients it can 
serve, Herrock responded: 
“None.”

Mental health services
Long wait times for treat-

ment can also worsen a 
defendant’s mental health 
struggles, especially when 
they are confined in the Or-
leans Justice Center, New 
Orleans’ jail.

In 2013, a federal judge 
ordered the jail under a 
consent decree, citing wide-
spread problems with men-
tal health care along with 
violence, escapes and other 
problems.

Mental illness can drive 
some people to violence, and 
research shows that people 
with serious mental illness 
are arrested and jailed at 
disproportionately high 
rates. In a mental-health 
roundtable last spring, Aas-
hia Bade, director of behav-
ioral health for Wexford, the 
sole provider of health care 
services to New Orleans’ 
jail, said that trend is partic-
ularly acute in New Orleans.

Last year, 47% of the jail’s 
population received mental 
health services and 52% 
were on psychotropic medi-
cation, according to Wex-
ford.

Even so, Wexford’s con-
tract does not include res-
toration services for in-

competency, a complicated 
process that requires con-
sistent, hands-on psychiatric 
care and close medication 
management — far beyond 
what many local jails are 
equipped to provide.

Restoration services in-
stead fall solely onto the 
state hospital’s forensic psy-
chiatrists, whether at its fa-
cility or virtually, via a jail-
based program conducted 
on the jail’s often inadequate 
video screens.

Court-appointed psychia-
trists have made clear that 
attempting to restore de-
fendants detained in jail has 
limitations. In one homicide 
defendant’s case, an ELMHS 
nurse wrote in a letter to a 
New Orleans judge that 
she was “unable to control 
volume, background dis-
tractions or quality of video 
screens” or use visual aids, 
all of which she deemed es-
sential to proper restoration 
care.

Even defendants who are 
restored to competency at 
the state hospital can re-
lapse once they return to 
jail, finding themselves in 
need of treatment again and 
again, like Fountain. In the 
hospital, Hortenstine said, 
defendants receive steady 
medication, expert monitor-
ing and calmer surround-
ings. Back in jail, the noise, 
instability and inconsistent 
medical oversight can cause 
them to deteriorate.

“This is a well-known phe-
nomenon common across 
the country. It’s not unique 

here,” he said. “But when we 
are already struggling with 
admissions, it can further 
stress the (hospital) system 
and lead to increased wait 
times.”

Time, he added, is crucial. 
Defendants who struggle 
with mental health issues, 
such as hearing voices, may 
rack up additional charges, 
further clogging the slow, 
crowded court system, 
Hortenstine said.

“If you’re constantly hear-
ing voices in your head that 
drown out the people speak-
ing around you, it’s easy to 
see how you might strug-
gle to follow instructions 
(you’re) given,” he said.

As part of the jail’s con-
sent decree, a federal judge 
ordered the addition of a 
mental health unit, called 
Phase 3, scheduled to open 
next year. The project has 
been controversial, though, 
drawing criticism from 
newly unseated Orleans 
Parish Sheriff Susan Hut-
son, as well as the attorneys 
who represent incarcer-
ated people in the consent-
decree litigation.

The critics argue that the 
planned new building would 
still fall short of delivering 
meaningful, clinical resto-
ration and care.

Calvin Johnson, a former 
judge in New Orleans’ crim-
inal court who launched the 
first mental-health diver-
sion program in the state, 
said Phase 3 is unlikely to 
have a significant impact on 
the people who need compe-
tency restoration.

“Unless it can do every-
thing that is done at the 
state forensic facility,” 
he said, “then it won’t be 
enough.”

Delay tactic concerns
Cases are all but guaran-

teed to slow down when a 
mental competency evalu-
ation is ordered, and attor-
neys argue that some inten-
tionally use those delays to 
game the system.

“The moment an attor-
ney stands before a court 
and says, ‘I believe my cli-
ent may not be able to un-
derstand the proceedings 

DELAYS
Continued from page 1A

ä See DELAYS, page 5A

The Eastern 
Louisiana Mental 
Health System 
in Jackson dates 
back to 1848, 
when it opened 
as the first state-
operated mental 
health hospital. 
The vast majority 
of patients have 
been referred 
there through the 
criminal justice 
system.

STAFF PHOTO  
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against them,’ we cannot 
take any further steps in 
prosecution,” said Matthew 
Derbes, Orleans Parish Dis-
trict Attorney’s Office homi-
cide unit chief. “If they’re 
found incompetent, you can 
just tack on another nine 
months to a year to the case 
right then and there.”

At least 24% of all ho-
micide prosecutions over 
the last decade included a 
mental-competency hear-
ing. Cases in which compe-
tency is challenged drag on 
about 17% longer than cases 
when it is not, regardless of 
whether the defendant is 
ultimately sent to the state 
hospital, The Times-Pica-
yune’s analysis found.

It can take months for the 
court’s appointed psychia-
trists to evaluate a defen-
dant. Even after an evalu-
ation, it can take weeks 
— or months — for the 
panel to submit reports and 
testify, a reflection of the 
chronic dysfunction inside 
the court, where even ba-
sic steps are often delayed 
by crowded dockets and 
scheduling backlogs. Then 
a judge must rule on a de-
fendant’s competency and 
sign a formal order to send a 
defendant to ELMHS, which 
places him or her on the hos-
pital’s waitlist.

The delays are so extreme 
that some prosecutors ac-
cuse defendants and their 
attorneys of exploiting the 
system for advantage, be-
cause case delays typically 
benefit the defense.

“You have to look at the 
nuances in terms of how 
this plays out in strategy,” 
said Orleans Parish District 
Attorney Jason Williams, 
who previously worked as 
a defense attorney. “Often-
times, defense attorneys 
will re-urge competency. 
Obviously, competency 
needs to be dealt with. But 
you have to be very, very 
careful — very circumspect 
— if something gets raised 
at the eve of trial every trial 
setting, and the case gets 
continued again and again.”

Defense attorneys coun-
ter that it’s rare for defen-
dants to fake or exaggerate 
symptoms of mental ill-
ness, known as malinger-
ing, and few formal diag-
noses support the claim of 
widespread gaming of the 
system.

“I find that claim absurd,” 
said Hortenstine. “It is cat-
egorically untrue and of-
fensive. Defense attorneys 
want their clients to be 
healthy and capable of as-
sisting in their defense.”

Still, court records show 
isolated instances where 
psychiatrists have agreed 
that a defendant was mag-
nifying or fabricating symp-
toms to avoid trial.

After police arrested An-
fernee Steele on Oct. 27, 
2020, accusing him of killing 
his girlfriend’s 4-year-old 
daughter, his defense attor-
ney questioned his compe-
tency at least three times.

Psychiatrists repeatedly 
expressed concern that 
Steele was malingering.

In one instance, court-ap-
pointed psychiatrists took 
two months to evaluate him, 
citing a “heavy caseload of 
clients” that slowed them 
down, records show. Steele 
received three months of 
jail-based restoration, then 
waited eight months for a 
subsequent two-month stint 
at the state hospital.

Doctors later said they 
suspected he had been 
feigning his symptoms.

In another case, Jared 
Raymond was charged with 

second-degree murder in 
an April 17, 2023, killing in 
the Florida neighborhood. 
A judge ordered him to the 
state hospital on Oct. 24, 
2024.

It took nearly five months 
to admit him.

After his release, court-ap-
pointed psychiatrists evalu-
ated Raymond. They wrote 
in a report to the judge that 
Raymond’s many alleged 
symptoms — which ranged 
from delusions to visual hal-
lucinations — were “atypi-
cal” and unlikely to be expe-
rienced simultaneously, as 
he claimed.

“We believe that not only 
is he feigning, but he is do-
ing so poorly,” they conclud-
ed in the report.

Derbes said prosecutors 
spent more than a year “un-
able to do anything” on Ray-
mond’s case while his com-
petency was evaluated.

Still, amid the accusations 
of delay and manipulation, 
defense attorneys say the 
deeper truth is simpler: The 
criminal justice system isn’t 
built to help the people who 
need mental health care 
most.

“The absolute worst place 
for my clients living with se-
rious mental illness or cog-
nitive impairments is jail,” 
said Hortenstine. “It is de-
stabilizing. It is dangerous.”

Staff writer Jeff Adelson 
contributed to this report.

Email Jillian Kramer 
at jillian.kramer@
theadvocate.com.
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Join us downtown on Saturday, December 6 for the
4th annual Manning Family Children’s Holiday Parade.
Kick off the holiday season in true New Orleans style with
30 holiday-themed floats, high flying helium balloons,
more than a dozen dancing groups and marching bands.

The parade benefits the vital mission of Manning Family
Children’s, bringing world-class care close to home for
Louisiana’s kids. Don’t miss the magic!

Saturday, December 6 l 11 am l nolaholidayparade.com
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BY JILLIAN KRAMER
Staff writer

A lasting fix remains years away for what Dis-
trict Attorney Jason Williams calls the single big-
gest factor slowing homicide prosecutions in New 
Orleans: the wait for DNA test results.

Local testing isn’t expected to begin until at least 
2027 — though it could take even longer without 
additional funding and staff. 
In the meantime, the city will 
continue to depend on state 
and private labs, a temporary 
arrangement that has resolved 
one crisis only to create an-
other.

That reliance dates back two decades, since 
Hurricane Katrina left New Orleans without a 
functioning testing facility and the city began 
sending DNA evidence to the Louisiana State  
Police Crime Lab.

The outsourcing churned into a backlog so 
deep that the average turnaround for a DNA test 
climbed to 441 days earlier this year, a slowdown 
that has stalled at least 18 homicide cases this year 
alone.

DNA backlog 
delaying  

New Orleans 
murder cases

But the fix — a local crime  
lab — is years away

LONGING 
FOR JUSTICE

Part four 
in a series

BY ANTHONY McAULEY
Staff writer

Backers of the Louisiana Music 
and Heritage Experience — long 
billed as a cultural anchor of the 
new River District next to the Er-
nest N. Morial Convention Center 
— have begun talks to secure al-

ternative locations as uncertainty 
deepens over the River District’s 
future.

That uncertainty stems from the 
collapse last month of a rescue 
deal for the $1 billion River Dis-
trict development. The new plan to 
keep the project on track had been 
negotiated after the developer con-
sortium, River District Neighbor-
hood Investors, or RDNI, missed 

Music museum weighs 
move to ‘hallowed ground’

Project considers 
Rampart spot

PROVIDED RENDERING
With negotiations of a River District site, above, now in limbo, Louisiana music museum organizers have 
reopened conversations on other sites while simultaneously working with the Convention Center on a potential 
direct lease.

BY TYLER BRIDGES
Staff writer

The race to replace Justice Will Crain on the 
Louisiana Supreme Court has begun even before 
Crain has left the position to become a federal 
judge.

Crain’s nomination by President Donald Trump 
was approved by the Senate Judiciary Committee 
on Thursday on a party-line vote, setting him up 
for final confirmation by the full Senate sometime 
soon.

In the meantime, five judges in Crain’s Supreme 
Court district along Interstate 12 are expressing 
varying degrees of interest in running for his seat 
after it becomes vacant.

Judges lining up 
for open Louisiana 
Supreme Court seat

Will Crain nominated  
to federal court

LSU GRINDS OUT WIN OVER 
WESTERN KENTUCKY  1C

TULANE ROUTS TEMPLE;  
TITLE GAME BERTH CLOSE  1C

STAFF PHOTOS BY ENAN CHEDIAK
The Rev. Tony Rigoli stands in Our Lady of Guadalupe Church on Rampart Street in New Orleans on Friday. As the city 
braces for an immigration crackdown, Rigoli says, ‘After Katrina, it was immigrants who came to help, They built lives. 
They were honest.’

FALCONS AT SAINTS • 3:25 P.M. • FOX 1C

BY JAMES FINN
Staff writer

Along Williams Boulevard in Ken-
ner, signs in Spanish beckon pass-
ersby into law firms specializing in 
immigration, restaurants hawking 
carnitas and groceries selling tradi-
tional Central American ingredients.

Julio Machado, a Venezuelan-born 
local restaurateur, opened a new eat-
ery last December on the Jefferson 
Parish thoroughfare because he saw 
promise in a strip that has emerged 
as a commercial hub for southeast 
Louisiana’s blossoming Hispanic 
community. Jefferson has the most 
Hispanic residents per capita of any 
Louisiana Parish; Kenner, the most 
of any Louisiana city.

Right away, a cascade of problems 
enveloped the new venture.

Workers were hard to find; busi-
ness was anemic. The shop was al-
most always empty, save for a few 
customers during the lunch rush.

Lukewarm job applicants and oc-
casional customers relayed versions 
of the same explanation: Workers 
were avoiding establishments that 

traditionally relied on Latin Ameri-
can labor, terrified of the crackdown 
from President Donald Trump’s 
administration on undocumented 
immigrants. Would-be customers 
were saving cash, bracing for po-
tential costs of hiring immigration 
lawyers or reuniting with deported 
loved ones.

After 10 months, Coma Arepas 

— Spanish for “eat arepas,” a tradi-
tional corn-based Venezuelan street 
snack — was seeing “pretty much no 
business at all,” Machado said. The 
little blue-and-yellow shop closed in 
October.

Fear and anxiety have gripped 
southeast Louisiana’s immigrant 

New Orleans braces for  
Border Patrol sweeps
Fear, anxiety  

grip immigrant 
communities
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Brent Moreno holds a handful of the whistles that he 3D-printed to use to 
alert people of potential immigration raids in Gretna on Saturday. Since 
Friday, he has already given out over a hundred. ‘As a first generation 
American and son of an immigrant Colombian family, I am just doing my 
part to help any way I can,’ Moreno said.
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“There is a human limit to what 
we can do to shrink our (case pro-
cessing) times, because cases will 
not move forward without those 
DNA results,” Williams said.

The consequences of the delays 
are not abstract. In March, for 
example, prosecutors dismissed 
a second-degree murder case 
against Raymond Johnson and 
Jyron Johnson after DNA testing 
excluded both men as suspects.

The results took 13 months to 
arrive after samples were sent to 
the state lab. During that time, the 
men remained in jail while nearly 
two dozen court hearings came 
and went, consuming the time of 
attorneys, judges and court staff, 
at the expense of the city’s taxpay-
ers. The people responsible for the 
killing remain unidentified.

To attack the problem, State Po-
lice have turned to private labs, 
but even as the backlog has abated 
this year, problems continue.

The city and the state paid for 
contracts with two private labs to 
help make a dent in the DNA back-
log, which had fallen sharply as of 
October, but their work is expen-
sive.

The out-of-state DNA analysts 
charge the Orleans Parish District 
Attorney’s Office thousands of dol-
lars to testify about their results in 
court — costs Williams says his of-
fice cannot sustain for long.

Prosecutors say it’s also been 
difficult to schedule those ana-
lysts to testify, a complication that 
has postponed multiple hearings 
and trial dates in a court system 
already struggling to move cases 
forward amid chronic dysfunction 
and unchecked continuances.

“DNA (test results are) a critical 
stall point in homicide cases,” said 
Williams. “We’ve seen how DNA 
can exonerate one person and in-
culpate another person. Judges are 
not willing to move forward with 
cases — and frankly, I’m not will-
ing to move forward with cases 
— without having those results. 
No defense attorney worth his salt 
would move forward without them 
either.”

Help from private labs at risk
The Louisiana State Police Crime 

Lab processes evidence for 250 
law enforcement agencies across 
the state. Yet testing for the New 
Orleans Police Department ac-

counts for roughly a third of its 
workload, a disproportionate share 
that has driven the delays that 
have hobbled the lab and stunted 
homicide prosecutions for years, 
said Capt. Chad Guidry, the crime 
lab’s director.

That strain comes despite re-
strictions placed on the city. Un-
like every other agency the lab 
serves, New Orleans is allowed to 
submit only DNA from homicide 
and sexual assault cases.

In 2023, the city and State Police 
signed an agreement committing 
$3 million to address New Or-

leans’ DNA testing delays. State 
Rep. Mandie Landry, D-New Or-
leans, later secured an additional 
$1.3 million in state funds for the 
effort, allowing the crime lab to 
outsource hundreds of samples to 
two private laboratories.

It took time, Guidry said, but the 
backlog shrank. In February, the 
State Police lab had 2,453 untested 
DNA cases, and the average turn-
around time for analysis was 441 
days. By this October, that figure 
had been cut by more than half, 
with results now ready in about 
four months.

But the progress is fragile, 
Guidry cautioned. The remaining 
funding will cover testing for only 
about 600 more cases — roughly 
the number of cases still pending 
at the private labs. Without a fully 
operational New Orleans Police 
Department Crime Lab to absorb 
future work, or new funding to 
continue outsourcing, the buildup 
of untested evidence could re-
sume, Guidry said.

The state lab has also lost two 
analysts to the city’s yet-to-open 
facility, which has been able to of-
fer higher pay. “If I lose more ana-
lysts (or) more funding,” he said, 
“we’ll be in bad shape.”

This fall, Shamika Kelley, direc-
tor of the New Orleans Police De-
partment Crime Lab, told the New 
Orleans City Council that the lab’s 
projected 2027 opening could be 

delayed another year if the city 
does not approve two DNA analyst 
positions.  “That was very tough 
for us to hear,” Guidry said.

Local lab would target speed
The pressure is evident in New 

Orleans’ criminal court, too.
Last year, the District Attorney’s 

Office had budgeted $55,000 for 
expert witnesses and $17,425 for 
DNA analysis. One bill from a pri-
vate laboratory for testimony in a 
single case was $14,000.

For the case of Johnny Wooden, 
whose second-degree murder trial 
is set for Dec. 1, prosecutors will 
need to pay a more than $5,000 bill 
from the lab that tested the DNA. 
In another case, against Alaric 
Smith and Brandon Hamilton — 
accused in the killing of Sabastian 
Henry — the analyst who pro-
cessed the DNA left the company, 
delaying the case for months as 
the District Attorney’s Office tried 
to locate her.

And regardless of funding, logis-
tical hurdles and other roadblocks 
mean the results can still take 
time. In the second-degree murder 
case of Wendell Butler, prosecu-
tors told a judge last October that 
DNA testing was still outstanding. 
They didn’t receive the results un-
til late April, court records show.

When New Orleans’ crime lab 
eventually opens, Kelley, its direc-
tor, said it should be able to handle 

roughly 650 DNA cases a year. But 
more important than the number, 
she said, is its projected speed.

“It’s not going to be a year or two 
years before you get your DNA 
results,” she said. “And (prosecu-
tors) will have access to us. They 
won’t have to have someone drive 
in or fly in to testify for an extra 
fee. Those things are going to be 
hugely impactful.”

Louisiana Supreme Court Justice 
Will Crain, whom President Don-
ald Trump recently nominated to 
the federal bench, has suggested 
prosecutors consider moving 
cases forward without DNA re-
sults to improve efficiency. “How 
long did we go in this country run-
ning a justice system that was the 
envy of most places on the globe 
without DNA, and we reached just 
outcomes?” he said in an interview. 
“We can still do that.”

But attorneys on both sides say 
that’s not realistic.

Prosecutors fear being forced 
to acknowledge the existence of 
DNA evidence without calling an 
expert to interpret it. “Any good 
defense attorney will say: ‘This 
information was collected. Why is 
it not being presented?’ ” Williams 
said. “Saying we couldn’t afford it 
— that it wasn’t in our budget — 
is not going to fly with 12 people 
deciding whether a person spends 
the rest of his life in jail.”

For Williams, the implications 
go beyond any single trial. “If a 
defendant sees in writing that his 
DNA is at a scene where he says 
he wasn’t, that case might resolve 
with a guilty plea much earlier,” 
he said.

DNA can also clear the innocent. 
In the case of Don Palmer, who was 
arrested in 2021 and accused of 
second-degree murder, DNA test-
ing later showed the evidence did 
not match him. It took more than 
a year for those results — and for 
prosecutors to drop the case.

That dual power makes the 
city’s testing delays especially 
consequential, said Will Snowden, 
a defense attorney and Loyola 
University College of Law profes-
sor. “You’re either confirming who 
the DNA belongs to,” he said, “or 
confirming that it doesn’t belong to 
the person accused. It works both 
ways — for the defense, and for 
the person who says they were a 
victim. It’s absolutely crucial.”

Staff writer Jeff Adelson  
contributed to this report.

Email Jillian Kramer at jillian.
kramer@theadvocate.com.

DNA
Continued from page 1A

Forensic 
scientist 
Caitlin 
Traylor 
puts drops 
on cotton 
swabs while 
screening 
evidence 
while 
conducting 
DNA testing 
in the 
Louisiana 
State Police 
Crime Lab 
in Baton 
Rouge on 
April 13, 
2017.
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Orleans Parish District Attorney 
Jason Williams says a DNA backlog 
is one of the biggest factors 
slowing down the resolution of 
murder cases in Orleans Criminal 
District Court. The city is trying to 
open its own crime lab.
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BY JILLIAN KRAMER
Staff writer

Chronic delays resolving murder cases inside 
New Orleans’ dysfunctional court have left hun-
dreds of defendants trapped for years, caught in 
an excruciating limbo between guilt and inno-
cence that some never escape.

Court records show the extremes 
and their devastating consequenc-
es.

A man who spent seven years 
behind bars, only to be acquitted in 
minutes.

A woman who has appeared in 
court more than 100 times, without 
ever facing a jury.

A man who has never held his 
9-year-old daughter, born after his 
arrest, as his case remains unre-
solved.

In some instances, records show, 
defendants have died before their 
cases close in Orleans Parish Crim-
inal District Court.

Christopher Patterson was one of 
them. He succumbed to cancer on May 16, 2023, 
more than five years and 80 court hearings after 
he was charged in a fatal shootout in Gentilly. He 
was 52.

Shortly after his 2018 arrest, family members 
sent handwritten letters to the court, asking a 
commissioner to reduce his bail so that he could 
come home.

Slow- 
moving 

courts trap 
defendants 

in limbo
Chronic delays can  

mean yearslong wait for 
those seeking a trial

STAFF FILE PHOTO BY SOPHIA GERMER
An inmate looks out from a recreational area of a 
cellblock at the Orleans Parish Justice Center in 
New Orleans.
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BY MIKE SMITH
Staff writer

It’s a moment that can spark dread 
among even the most scrupulously law-

abiding Louisiana fishermen.
As you return to the dock after a fine 

day on the water, solemnly serious men 
or women in state Department of Wild-
life and Fisheries T-shirts approach. 
The initial, slightly paranoid thought for 
many anglers: Yikes, did I mismeasure 
a speckled trout and accidentally keep 
one slightly under the 13-inch limit?

But no reason to worry in this case. 
The Wildlife and Fisheries gang isn’t 

looking to confiscate your catch.
They only want your fish’s earbones.
It’s not some ritual described in a Dr. 

John song. The earbones, or otoliths, col-
lected through a quick slice to the head, 
have revealed a wealth of information 
on the secret lives of fish to marine bi-
ologists, especially age. That info is then 
used to help determine the health of fish 

Tiny earbones in fish unlock their secret lives
Scientists seek  

anglers’ contribution  
to study population

BY PATRICK WALL
Staff writer

Principal Jenenne Cou-
lon was observing a teach-
er’s lesson last month 
when text messages came 
pouring in. School grades 
had been released.

For Louisiana educa-
tors, the annual school rat-
ings can inspire delight or 
dread — a year’s worth of 
grueling work condensed 
to a single A-F grade, 
which the public often sees 
as shorthand for whether 
a given school is “good” or 
“bad.” This year was espe-
cially nerve-wracking as 
the state issued, in addition 
to schools’ official grades, 
simulated scores based on 
a tougher rating system 
that takes effect next year.

Coulon ran back to her 
office at Judge Lionel R. 
Collins Elementary School 
and pulled up the grades.

The Marrero school, 

where about 90% of stu-
dents are economically 
disadvantaged, had seen 
its rating fall to a D last 
year after taking in about 

100 students from two 
shuttered campuses. But 
this year, things drastical-
ly improved: Not only did 
Collins land on the state’s 
list of top-growing schools, 
boosting its official rating 
to a C, but its simulated 
grade was a B — the high-
est in Coulon’s decade 
leading the school.

She shrieked and cried, 
then collected herself be-
fore making a schoolwide 
announcement. Finally, the 
grade reflected the school 
she knows, where educa-
tors strive with each les-
son, tutoring session and 
pep talk to push students 
steadily forward.

“I felt vindicated,” Cou-
lon said. “We work so hard 

A chance to shine
State’s new grading system rewards schools for student growth

Judge Lionel R. Collins Elementary Principal Jenenne 
Coulon walks with second grader Indie Girard at the 
school in Marrero on Wednesday.

STAFF PHOTOS BY BRETT DUKE
Judge Lionel R. Collins Elementary School assistant principal Jennifer Dykes looks over students working in a fourth 
grade math class at the school in Marrero on Wednesday.
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“My family counts on him for 
everything,” his mother wrote of 
Patterson. “I just ask that every-
one in charge do the best they can 
to prevent another innocent man 
from going to prison.”

But Patterson’s $400,000 bail re-
mained.

He was instead released from 
jail more than a year after his fam-
ily’s pleas, when his defense attor-
ney filed a speedy trial motion and 
prosecutors failed to bring him to 
trial within 120 days. In the filing, 
Patterson’s attorney wrote that he 
had been “unfairly” jailed for a 
crime in which “proof against him 
is not evident.” After he died, court 
records show the case against him 
was dropped.

At least seven other people 
shared Patterson’s fatal fate, ac-
cording to an analysis by The 
Times-Picayune of the 916 homi-
cide cases accepted by prosecu-
tors over the last decade.

During that time, defendants 
charged with murder or man-
slaughter in New Orleans waited 
longer than almost anywhere else 
in the country for their cases to 
close — about three years, on av-
erage, the analysis found.

Few homicide defendants ulti-
mately walk free. New Orleans 
juries acquitted just 41 of 658 de-
fendants in closed cases over the 
last decade, records show.

The U.S. Constitution gives the 
right to speed to every defendant, 
however, and criminal justice ad-
vocates say long delays reverber-
ate far beyond keeping the poten-
tially innocent jailed.

“Everyone is adversely impact-
ed by the system’s failure to move 
its feet,” said retired Orleans Par-
ish Criminal District Court Judge 
Calvin Johnson.

Victims’ families face painful 
waits for closure and account-
ability. The public bears the cost 
of long pretrial incarcerations. 
“That’s a price everyone in our 
town is paying,” Johnson said.

From behind bars, defendants 
lose the chance to support their 
families, who shoulder the finan-
cial and emotional strain of repeat-
ed court dates — missing work, 
arranging child care or bringing 
children along, “all because the 
court can’t operate in an effective 
way,” Johnson said.

The longer defendants are de-

tained, the more their mental and 
physical health can deteriorate. If 
acquitted, they can emerge years 
later only to find jobs, relation-
ships and futures gone.

Defense attorney John Fuller, 
whose firm represents a signifi-
cant share of New Orleans’ homi-
cide defendants, said the constant 
delays have made him doubt what 
justice means in the city’s court.

“I don’t know if there’s justice 
here,” he said in an interview. “I 
just try to do what I can to mini-
mize injustices.”

‘The wheels start to come off’
Hundreds of homicide prosecu-

tions have stalled in New Orleans, 
snagged in a system court authori-
ties call broken, plagued by over-
loaded dockets, staff turnover and 
administrative failures.

The result is a growing backlog 
in the courthouse: More than 250 
homicide cases were active at 
the end of last year. The underre-
sourced Orleans Public Defenders, 
whose attorneys represent approx-
imately 85% of New Orleans’ crim-
inal cases, have long struggled to 
keep pace.

Last year, the agency’s senior 

lawyers carried an average of 11 
life-without-parole cases — nearly 
60% more than the recommended 
caseload by national authorities on 
public defenders. With that many 
cases, “the wheels start to come 
off,” said Chief Public Defender 
Danny Engelberg.

Public defenders and private at-
torneys alike say delays often start 
early. Prosecutors can take months 
to turn over evidence, a process 
called discovery that typically 
drags across four separate hear-
ings, the newspaper found.

Jesse Manley, interim executive 
director of Court Watch NOLA, 
which monitors and collects data 
on New Orleans’ courts, said at-
torney turnover often drives dis-
covery delays. Prosecutors said 
the crush of digital files slows the 
process further.

Forrest Ladd, a homicide pros-
ecutor, said it can take more than 
100 hours to sift through thousands 
of photos, messages and other digi-
tal files he scours for evidence.

Authorities charged with bring-
ing defendants to court, including 
the Orleans Parish Sheriff’s Office 
and Louisiana Department of Pub-
lic Safety and Corrections, often 

leave them in their cells. Over the 
last decade, The Times-Picayune 
found 6,352 instances where re-
cords indicate a defendant did not 
appear for a hearing.

Defense attorneys sometimes 
have to postpone proceedings be-
cause they can’t get time with their 
clients.

And with only four private 
booths in the jail — and every 
phone call recorded and available 
to prosecutors — defense attor-
neys say confidential conversa-
tions with incarcerated clients are 
almost impossible.

Once a defense attorney is pre-
pared to go to trial, it’s not up to 
them if it happens. State law allows 
only prosecutors, not judges, to de-
cide when a case goes to trial, and 
how a defendant is charged.

When a case does make it to trial, 
the cost of those years of delay can 
be stark.

Last February, prosecutors tried 
a man seven years after his arrest. 
As juror Rhea Lemarie Gonczi lis-
tened to the testimony, she said she 
couldn’t stop thinking about the 
time he had lost.

“His life had been put on hold,” 
she said. “I looked at him and his 

family and thought, ‘Oh my God, 
how did they live through this? 
What if that was my child? How do 
you live with the unknown — the 
worry — for so long?’ ”

When prosecutors finished their 
case, 11 of 12 jurors immediately 
voted to acquit, Gonczi said, find-
ing the evidence paper-thin. The 
lone holdout soon agreed.

“Something is very wrong with 
our system,” Gonczi said, “when 
someone can sit in jail for seven 
years and nothing happens.”

In interviews and letters to The 
Times-Picayune, defendants de-
scribed frustration over the grind-
ing pace of their cases.

Among them: Laura Collins, who 
has been in the city’s jail for more 
than five years after being charged 
with second-degree murder and 
manslaughter in two cases. More 
than 100 hearings have been 
scheduled or held across both of 
her cases, with what feels like lit-
tle meaningful progress, she said.

She has fired at least two attor-
neys in frustration.

“It feels like an age-old scam that 
everyone is in on,” she said of the 
delays. “These highly educated 
people don’t know how to use a 
calendar.”

While incarcerated, Collins has 
filed hundreds of grievances with 
jail staff, from complaints of black 
mold in the showers to insect infes-
tations. “My lawyer is downstairs 
attempting to see me,” she wrote 
in one. “I’m being told to wait. Last 
time I was told that, my lawyer 
waited an hour and finally left. I 
need to speak with my lawyer!!!”

Long jail stays take a toll
New Orleans’ jail, the Orleans 

Justice Center, has been plagued 
by violence and neglect since it 
opened in 2015 under a federal 
consent decree.

In reports, jail monitors have 
flagged myriad issues: guard 
shortages, with those on duty of-
ten leaving posts unstaffed; un-
checked assaults that have sent 
dozens of defendants to the hospi-
tal; and flimsy construction that al-
lows detainees to fashion weapons 
from the building itself.

The monitors also noted the 
black mold and insect issues that 
Collins filed grievances about.

The toll of such conditions is 
borne heavily by detainees, said 
Orleans Parish Sheriff Susan Hut-
son. “This is not a therapeutic envi-
ronment,” she said. “It’s a jail, and 

LIMBO
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Chronic delays bringing murder cases to trial in New Orleans have left hundreds of defendants trapped for 
years, caught in an excruciating limbo between guilt and innocence that some never escape.
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it’s meant to deprive you of 
your freedom and your lib-
erties, and that takes a toll 
on people.” Hutson lost her 
reelection bid in October 
after a historic jailbreak 
this spring when 10 
incarcerated men 
escaped.

While imprisoned, 
detainees are al-
lowed just three vis-
itors, who can come 
to the jail one day a 
week for video calls 
that are limited to 
15 minutes, on screens that 
are often cracked, grainy or 
malfunctioning. Some fam-
ily members must take time 
off work, find child care or 
ride the bus across the city 
for the chance to see their 
loved one for only a few 
minutes.

No face-to-face visits are 
permitted.

Terrell Monroe has been 
jailed for nine and a half 
years as his second-degree 
murder case stalls in court. 
He is still awaiting trial. 
Last year, when he added 
a reporter to his visitation 
list, he didn’t need to re-
move anyone; he had long 
ago stopped telling family 
and friends to come.

“I was tired of putting 
them through the hassle to 
see me for 15 minutes on the 
screen,” he said.

Monroe has six children, 
he said. He’s never held his 
youngest daughter, who was 
born after his arrest.

Conditions are so harsh 
that some defendants plead 
guilty just to leave the jail. 
Even a prison sentence 
in the state system offers 
more: in-person visits where 
they can embrace their fam-
ilies.

New Orleans police arrest-
ed Candice Lewis in 2019 
after the killing of a 23-year-
old woman in New Orleans 
East. Judge Benedict Wil-
lard found her incompetent 
to stand trial and ordered 
her to the state mental hos-
pital for treatment. It took 
four months for her to be ad-
mitted, a backlog of defen-

dants waiting for treatment 
slowing down the process.

After six months at the 
hospital, psychiatrists de-
clared her competent to 
stand trial. But Lewis said in 
an interview that when she 
returned to the jail, doctors 
there changed her medi-
cations and the imaginary 
voices she’d once quieted 

had returned.
In court, her case 

stalled. Sheriff ’s 
deputies failed to 
bring her to hear-
ings at least 10 
times, records show, 
and lawyers kept 
asking for postpone-
ments.

As time passed, Lewis 
said her family, including 
her four children, stopped 
visiting. Jail logs show that 
she spent months in protec-
tive custody, locked in a cell 
23 hours a day.

A spokesperson for the 
Sheriff’s Office did not re-
spond to questions about 
Lewis’ incarceration.

Nearly five years after 
her arrest, Lewis changed 
her plea to not guilty by 
reason of insanity and 
begged a judge for her case 
to end.

“I can’t take it no more,” 
she sobbed.

“I can’t talk to my fam-
ily, my kids, nothing,” she 
continued. “Five years of 
this bullshit. If you’re go-
ing to give me time, give 
me time. Please, mister, do 
something.”

Prosecutors later ac-
cepted her plea, and the 
victim’s mother lamented 
from the witness stand, 
“I feel like everybody has 
failed my child.”

Willard then ordered an 
evaluation to determine 
whether Lewis should be 
committed to a mental hos-
pital or, if she was no lon-
ger a danger, released.

As the victim’s family left 
the courtroom, someone 
shouted: “That it? That it? 
That’s crazy.”

Last July, forensic psy-
chiatrists determined Lew-
is was dangerous. She was 
ordered to the state’s men-
tal health hospital, where 
records show she currently 
remains.

Delays help the defense

New Orleans defense at-
torneys often embrace de-
lay despite its downsides. 
Speedy-trial motions were 
filed in only 18% of the 
916 cases analyzed by The 
Times-Picayune.

In practice, delay can be 
the most powerful weapon 
a defense lawyer has — 
even in cases where their 
client insists on innocence. 
“Criminal trials are not al-
ways about the truth,” said 
defense attorney Sarah 
Chervinsky. “They’re about 
what you can persuade a 
jury the truth might be.”

Time weakens cases. Wit-
nesses scatter. Evidence 
erodes. And with every pass-
ing month, the odds of a plea 
bargain rise.

In Louisiana, a murder 
conviction leads to a man-
datory life-in-prison sen-
tence. “A defendant has no 
incentive to plead to a life 
sentence,” said defense at-
torney Jerome Matthews.

In the last decade, two-
thirds of homicide prosecu-
tions in Orleans Parish end-
ed in pleas. Of those, 87% of 
defendants pleaded to lesser 
charges, for example, from 
murder to manslaughter; at 
least 7% pleaded guilty to 
offenses that didn’t include 
murder or manslaughter.

That’s what happened in 
the case of Erin Alonzo. 
DNA on a hand-rolled cigar 
tied him to a 2016 killing in 
West Lake, but his attorney 
argued that street cameras 
showed he fired in self-
defense. After more than 
four years, prosecutors dis-
missed the second-degree 
murder charge against him. 
Alonzo only pleaded guilty 
to obstruction of justice.

Deals like that take years 
to hammer out. The aver-
age time to reach a plea is 
two and a half years in New 
Orleans. Some defense at-
torneys argue negotiations 
should start far earlier.

Recently, however, fewer 
deals are being struck at all. 
Over the last three years, 
just 54% of homicide cases 
ended in pleas — a steep 
drop from the decade-long 
trend.

Matthew Derbes, chief 

of the homicide unit at the 
Orleans Parish District At-
torney’s Office, said prose-
cutors evaluate cases early 
and solicit reasonable offers 
where appropriate. But he 
argued defendants rarely 
want the deals. Often, he 
said, they request sentences 
so light they retraumatize 
grieving families.

“If we went into the bar-
gain basement of pleas, we 
could clear all our cases to-
morrow. But we don’t,” Der-
bes said. “I’m not going to 
go to a family and ask them 
to take some sale — 20% off 
their case — because we 
have a backlog.”

At trial, prosecutors have 
boasted a 75% homicide con-
viction rate in the last three 
years. Even so, defense at-
torneys say prosecutors 
have still brought weak cas-
es to trial.

For example, records indi-
cate prosecutors planned to 
dismiss their murder case 
against Kevin Stokes after 
surveillance video suggest-
ed he acted in self-defense. 
But they never did. Instead, 
a jury acquitted Stokes last 
year, more than four years 
after his arrest.

In another murder case, 
prosecutors brought Charles 
Wade to trial in April even 
after DNA from beneath a 
victim’s fingernails exclud-
ed him as the contributor. 
Jurors found him not guilty.

And in September, Ken-
dall Harrison walked free 
from a murder charge after 
12 years in jail. DNA test 
results had seriously weak-
ened prosecutors’ case, but 
the family of Harry “Mike” 
Ainsworth, the victim, re-
fused to consider an offered 
plea by the defense, pros-
ecutors said.

After media coverage of 
the verdict, Ainsworth’s 
wife,  Cheryl Conner, 
emailed a reporter. “My 
sons were the real victims 
here,” she wrote. “Now they 
are the angry survivors of 
this tragedy.”

She continued: “Don’t lie 
and say justice exists. It 
doesn’t.”

Prosecutors unwilling to 
offer a deal or to risk an 
outright acquittal can buy 
themselves more time by 

dismissing a shaky case, 
then reindicting it. Defense 
attorneys bristle at the tac-
tic, which they cannot use 
themselves, and that appeals 
court judges have at times 
called an abuse of power.

Still, most defense at-
torneys oppose strict time 
limits on homicide prosecu-
tions, arguing speed is not 
justice.

“These are human beings 
whose lives are at stake,” 
said Engelberg, the chief 
public defender. “We need to 
take the time to ensure the 
outcome is fair.”

Others say delay can’t be 
the default. Loyola Universi-

ty College of Law professor 
and defense attorney Will 
Snowden said measuring 
justice by time alone ignores 
the complexity of each case. 
Still, he argued, the system’s 
inertia is a choice and more 
just practices are realistic 
— and essential.

“It can be done,” Snowden 
said, “when we have the 
courage to overhaul the 
system in every respect of 
imagination.”

Staff writer Jeff Adelson 
contributed to this report.

Email Jillian Kramer 
at jillian.kramer@
theadvocate.com.
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arrolltonRetirement Living Options from Liberty Senior Living

504.290.0228 | TheCarrollton.com
ASSISTED LIVING | MEMORY CARE

With your studio suite apartment at The Carrollton, you can
right-size your living space, eliminate daily responsibilities,
and embrace the good life. You’ll enjoy the spacious
feeling of soaring ceilings and extra-large windows in your
apartment, and expand your living space with the many
community gathering spaces and abundant amenities.
Plus, you’ll have access to onsite care as needed.

That’s a yes!

No cooking.
No cleaning.
No maintenance.

STUDIO SUITE PRICING STARTS AT $4,995.00


