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The Sandra Bland Act: Criminal Justice Reform 
 

The Sandra Bland Act is a major criminal justice reform bill which passed the Texas 
Legislature during the 85th Regular Session. The Sandra Bland Act as originally 
introduced presented the gold standard of what can be done in criminal justice reform. 
Though some parts of the original bill did not pass, the Sandra Bland Act is still a major 
improvement to Texas' criminal justice system.  
 
Below is an explanation of several of the key criminal justice reform policies that are in 
the bill as passed. Specifically de-escalation training, inmate safety, new traffic stop data, 
and outside investigation of jail deaths.  
 
The staggered effective dates for these policies are important because it gives the needed 
time for the thousands of law enforcement agencies in Texas to properly implement these 
polices.  
 
These policies will improve Texas' criminal justice system and help prevent people from 
ending up in a situation that Ms. Bland ended up in. 
 
Peace Office and Jailer Training 
 
De-escalation Training: The Sandra Bland Act will help prevent traffic stops from 
becoming violent by ensuring that all law enforcement officers receive de-escalation 
training for all situations, not just for encounters with people suffering from mental 
illness. As of April 1, 2018 all new cadets will receive a mandatory 40 hour training 
program on de-escalation and crisis intervention training. Additionally, all current 
officers now have de-escalation training as part of their required continuing education 
every two years. 
 
This de-escalation training teaches officers how to tactically use communication, time, 
and space to calm a situation down instead of taking a command approach to try to end 
the situation as quickly as possible.   
 
De-escalating the situation is vital for Texas' criminal justice system because it will 
prevent officer and civilian injuries and deaths. It will also prevent traffic stops from 
escalating to a point in which a person needs to be brought to jail for the traffic offense or 
for committing another crime due to the escalated situation.  
 
Jailer Mental Health Training: The Sandra Bland Act moreover adds new training for 
jailers in how to interact with people with a mental illness. It requires all jailers to receive 
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a minimum of 8 hours of mental health training by August 31, 2021. Before this Act passed 
there was no required mental health training for jailers in statute. 
 
Having a well-trained jailer staff checking cells is important because it allows jailers to 
identify problems early. A properly trained jailer will be able to identify inmates who may 
be a danger to themselves or others. 
 
 
Inmate Safety 
 
The Sandra Bland Act makes several improvements to inmate safety in Texas county jails. 
The Act improves inmate safety by putting in measures to ensure cell checks are timely 
done, continuity of medication for inmates, gathering new jail data, and providing 
funding for tele-health equipment. 
 
The Sandra Bland Act ensures that cell checks are properly done by providing funding for 
automated electronic sensors or cameras. Automated electronic sensors and cameras 
create a clear log of when a cell check is made. It is the expectation that all county jails in 
Texas will have electronic means of verifying that cell checks were properly done by 
September 1, 2020.  
 
The Sandra Bland Act gives prisoners the ability to access a mental health professional at 
the jail through a telemental health service 24 hours a day, or if a health professional is 
unavailable through telemental health or the jail, provide for a prisoner to be transported 
to access a health professional.  Telemental health technology can be used for tele-
medicine which gives a physician the ability to examine a patient and prescribe proper 
medication or course of treatment. The technology can also be used for tele-health by a 
nurse or physician assistant to treat inmates within their scope of practice. The equipment 
can also be used by mental health professionals to perform a variety of mental health 
services.  The grant funding to allow for automated electronic sensors and cameras can 
also be used to fund telemental health equipment.   
 
Other uses of this equipment include using it for tele-magistrate which allows inmates to 
more expediently see a judge after they are booked into jail. Consequently, it will allow 
judges to more quickly respond to changing circumstances or new information.  
 
The Sandra Bland Act creates a serious incident report that every county jail in Texas will 
fill out every month which began January 1, 2018. The serious incident report requires 
each jail to report to the Texas Commission on Jail Standards (TCJS) the number of 
suicides, attempted suicides, deaths, serious bodily injury, assaults, escapes, sexual 
assaults, and uses of force resulting in serious bodily injury every month. The TCJS will 
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be able to use this data to better identify jails that may have problems instead of relying 
on their once every two-year inspection. The data included in the serious incident report 
will also be made available to the public.  
 
The Sandra Bland Act requires passage of a jail administrator examination for the person 
assigned to the jail administrator position overseeing the county jail.  This examination 
consist of 75 questions and requires a 100% score to pass.   
 
The Act helps create a more humane and safe jail system which is important to criminal 
justice reform. 
 
New Traffic Stop Data 
 
The Sandra Bland Act adds requirements for collection of information relating to a traffic 
stop in which a ticket, or warning is issued. Prior to the Act, only stops which resulted in 
citations would have information collected. As part of the Act, law enforcement agencies 
will now have to report whether the peace office used physical force that resulted in bodily 
injury, the location of the stop, and the reason for the stop.  This information gathering 
began September 1, 2018. The new data being reported in accordance with the Sandra 
Bland Act will supplement the data already being collected of the driver's race, whether a 
search was conducted, and if the officer knew the driver's race before pulling them over. 
The new and old data will work together to give policymakers and the public a better 
understanding of the disparities that are happening in Texas' criminal justice system. 
 
The Sandra Bland Act will make it easier to make a complaint or compliment about an 
officer by including information how to do so on every ticket or warning.  This began on 
January 1, 2018. By making this information easily accessible, it should increase the 
amount of feedback law enforcement agencies get about their officers.  
 
The Sandra Bland Act removes the exemptions for some agencies not to report both the 
old and new data, and increases the penalties for law enforcement agencies that do not 
report their data. The Act also requires all law enforcement agencies in Texas to review 
both their old and new data to see if improvements can be made. This self-review will 
hopefully lead to individual agencies correcting bad  behavior before legislative or 
punitive action is needed. 
 
The Act requires the law enforcement agency to exam the feasibility of equipping each 
peace officer who regularly detains or stops moto vehicles with a body worn camera. 
 
With all this additional data law enforcement departments and the public can better 
understand what is really happening. Moreover, the new data provided by the Sandra 
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Bland Act, policymakers can better identify problems and why they are happening, 
allowing for further and better criminal justice reform. 
 
Outside Investigation of Jail Deaths 
 
The Sandra Bland Act requires all jail deaths on or after January 1, 2018 to be investigated 
by an outside agency instead of the agency in charge of the jail. In Texas, county jails are 
run by the county sheriff's department. Allowing the county sheriff's department to 
investigate a jail death creates a cloud of doubt around investigation due to perceived bias 
of the investigating agency. The Sandra Bland Act creates a system that when a death in 
custody occurs, an outside agency will be promptly notified.  Thus, the outside agency will 
be able to conduct a proper, unbiased investigation quickly.  
 
Similar to many deaths in jail, Sandra Bland's death raised a number of questions. Being 
able to ensure to the public that the death was investigated by an outside party without 
bias will increase public confidence in Texas' criminal justice system. 
 
More Mental Health 
 
The Sandra Bland Act also creates a duty for peace officers to make a good faith effort to 
divert individuals suffering from substance abuse or mental health into treatment for 
non-violent offenses, starting on September 1, 2017. To make this viable the Sandra Bland 
Act also removes the statutory restriction that prevented funding for Health Community 
Collabratives from only being located in Texas’ 5 largest cities (Houston, Dallas, Ft. 
Worth, San Antonio, and Austin). The Sandra Bland Act also creates Regional Rural 
Healthy Community Collabratives which allows multiple rural counties under 100,000 
population to join together to get matching funding from the state to create a Regional 
Rural Healthy Community Collabrative, beginning on September 1, 2017. In addition to 
the Sandra Bland Act Representative Coleman also joint authored/sponsored HB 13 
(Price) and SB 292 (Huffman) which also create programs similar to Healthy Community 
Collabratives that help divert people out of the criminal justice system and into treatment. 
In total these 3 efforts will provide $92.5 million in matching grants over FY2018-2019.  
 
The Sandra Bland also requires the Sheriff or his staff to notify the magistrate within 12 
hours down from 72 hours of receiving information that would create a reasonable belief 
that the inmate has an intellectual disability, this start on September 1, 2017.   


