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1 The number of people incarcerated in Cook County Jail or on 
electronic monitoring (EM) has risen 23% since April 2020. 

2 In Cook County, over 1,000 people have been on EM for a 
year or more; 78% have been detained for over 3 months.

3 Only 23% of the total Cook County population is Black, but over 
74% of those on electronic monitoring (and in jail) are Black.

4 Today, 83% of the people on EM in Cook County had to pay a 
money bond to leave jail and be placed on electronic monitors.

5 An average of 67% of people spend over 2 days in jail before 
getting out on EM, threatening jobs, school, family, and more.

6 Most people on pretrial electronic monitoring in Cook County
 - over 75% - are facing non-violent or low-level allegations. 

7 Less than one in twelve people in Chicago are arrested for
new allegations while on pretrial electronic monitoring.

8 Re-incarcerations for technical violations (rather than for
new arrests) are four times higher in 2021 than in 2019.

9 Data suggests that electronic monitoring has no meaningful 
effect on the likelihood of re-arrests or appearances in court.

10 Despite the harms and lack of evidence, Cook County taxpayers 
spend $19.5 million annually on the Sheriff’s EM program.
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Cook County takes pride in its progress lowering the number of people in the jail over the last
decade.[1] However, since the COVID-19 pandemic began, the County has drastically increased
its use of a different kind of incarceration – electronic “monitoring.” Electronic monitoring (EM)
requires people to wear radiofrequency (RF) or GPS devices and stay confined in their homes, often
for 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Currently, over 3,000 people in and around Chicago are on
electronic monitoring. This is a full 23% increase from April 1, 2020. For the first time in years, the
total number of people incarcerated in Cook County is steadily growing, not shrinking. 

The larger of the two is run by the Cook County Sheriff’s Office (CCSO). This program, originally
created in the late-1980s to help with jail overcrowding, has monitored over 300,000 people since
its founding.[2] The Cook County Sheriff’s Office describes the program as a “community-based
alternative incarceration concept."[3] Judges, mostly those in Cook County’s Central Bond Court,
make the decision about who is assigned to this program while awaiting trial. 

There are two electronic monitoring programs used for accused people in Cook County:

The Sheriff’s EM program requires people to remain in their homes 24/7 unless they are given
explicit permission by a judge and have that permission verified and approved by the Sheriff’s
Office. This process is called “requesting movement.” If given permission for movement, detained
people must go straight to and from their approved location. "Movement" is only allowed for
specific activities - and is generally not approved for normal activities of daily living, like going
grocery shopping, transporting children and family members to and from school or daycare,
taking out the garbage, or attending family gatherings or funerals. If participants break these
rules, even once, they can be rearrested by the Sheriff, without any prior approval needed by a
Judge, and re-incarcerated in the Cook County Jail. 

The second of Cook County’s electronic monitoring programs is the Home Confinement Unit
run by the Adult Probation Department’s Pretrial Services Division, under the Office of the
Chief Judge (OCJ). Instead of a judge, the Pretrial Services Division itself makes the
determination of who is placed on electronic monitoring with this program. There is no public
information available about the number of people that the Pretrial Service's Division's electronic
monitoring program monitors, how restricted their movements are, what they are charged with,
how placement is decided, or any other basic information. This complete lack of transparency
makes it impossible to analyze that program in any detail. 

This report catalogs ten basic facts about the Cook County Sheriff’s Electronic Monitoring Program
to help readers understand the breadth of this program, who exactly is affected, and to make 
a determination as to whether it is worth the millions of dollars spent each year to maintain it.
Because of this difference in the transparency of the Sheriff’s Office in comparison to the Office of
 the Chief Judge, this report focuses on the Sheriff’s program only; going forward, any reference to
“electronic monitoring” refers to that program unless otherwise noted. The information herein is based
on an analysis of copious data from the Cook County Sheriff’s Office – obtained both publicly, via the
CCSO’s website, and through Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests by Chicago Appleseed Center
for Fair Courts. This data allows an examination of who is confined, why they are confined, for how long,
and whether they are rearrested while on electronic monitoring. 
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1 The  number  of  people  incarcerated  in  Cook  County  Jail  or  
on  electronic  monitoring  (EM)  has  risen  23%  since  April  2020.  

Because of this, Cook County can no longer accurately claim that its population of people
incarcerated pretrial is shrinking. This reversal of a years-long trend towards decarceration should
concern everyone in the County – advocates and residents both inside and outside the court system.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people on electronic monitoring has risen. As
explained below, this is partially due to more assignments for pretrial detainees to be incarcerated
on EM instead of inside the Cook County Jail (CCJ), but more importantly, to a decrease in the number
of releases from electronic monitoring. As court proceedings have slowed, people are spending
longer and longer periods of time on electronic monitoring. In August of 2021, there was a notable
decline in the EM population – this progress must be maintained. Even with this decrease, however,
the electronic monitoring population remains 31% higher than it was in March of 2020. 

Electronic monitoring is a form of incarceration, not an alternative. As the current policies in
Cook County note: “The Sheriff’s EM program is a home detention program. Accordingly, you must
remain inside your home twenty-four hours a day unless prior permission for movement has been
granted by the court and verification has occurred from the Sheriff’s Office."[4] 



2 In  Cook  County,  over  1 ,000  people  have  been  on  EM  for  a  
year  or  more;  78%  have  been  detained  for  over  3  months.

Throughout 2020 and 2021, the Cook County Criminal Courts have been processing cases at a much
slower rate than normal.[5] As a result, many people are languishing in jail and on electronic
monitoring for longer periods of time than they typically have in the past. 

In Cook County, judges in the criminal courts can remove people from the electronic monitoring
program at any time, but too often, the default is for people to continue on electronic monitoring
for the whole pretrial period, all the way until the end of their trial. Starting in January 2022, all
people in Illinois will be entitled to a mandatory review of their electronic monitoring status every 60
days. Additionally, a new requirement will ensure EM is only used when it is the only possible way to
prevent someone from intentionally causing harm to another person or missing court.[6] The Courts
could and should consider applying this rule immediately, reviewing all people who have been on
electronic monitoring for more than 60 days and removing them from the program if they have been
compliant and do not pose any clear risk to others.

Since people who are alleged to violate the rules of electronic monitoring are subject to re-
incarceration, it is likely that most or all of these individuals have been fully in compliance
with the rules of the electronic monitoring for the past year. This level of compliance
suggests that these people are low risk for missing court and/or for being rearrested. 
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3 Only  23%  of  the  total  Cook  County  population  is  Black,  but  
74%  of  those  on  electronic  monitoring  (and  in  jail)  are  Black.

As is true in other parts of the criminal legal system, Black people are over-represented in Cook
County’s electronic monitoring population.

It is common knowledge that the criminal legal system harms Black communities at a massively
disproportionate level. The fact remains that electronic monitoring is another facet of this
system that mostly impacts Black - and to a lesser extent Latinx - families and communities 
in and around Cook County and throughout the country. 

Behind Detroit, Chicago is the second-most segregated city in the United States; given the city’s
long history of racial segregation,[8] pretrial electronic surveillance is a nearly invisible program 
for white Chicagoans but a pervasive one for Black Chicagoans. Unlike people in Cook County Jail,
people on electronic monitoring are physically present in their communities, which means that 
the increased enforcement - Sheriff's visits, equipment checks, and other policing of those on
electronic monitoring - happens in these communities, exacerbating the already disparate police
presence on the West and South Sides of the city.



4 Today,  83%  of  the  people  on  EM  in  Cook  County  had  to  pay  a  
money  bond  to  leave  jail  and  be  placed  on  electronic  monitors.

This number has increased in the past year: on June 30, 2020, 73% of people on electronic monitoring
had also paid a money bond.[11] This double injustice serves no purpose in enhancing public safety;
data continually shows that the use of money bond is ineffective in ensuring that people appear in
court and does not appear to significantly impact rearrest rates.[12] As detailed below, Cook County’s
own data suggests that EM itself has little effect on re-arrest or failure to appear rates. 

The electronic monitoring program is discussed often in the media and amongst politicians as if it is
used more now than in the past a result of Cook County’s recent de-emphasis on unaffordable money
bonds in release decisions.[9] This is not the case. 

In order to be on electronic monitoring, most people in Cook County have already had to pay a
monetary bond to secure their release from jail. There is a major misconception that electronic
monitoring is used as an alternative to money bail, when in fact, it is all the more oppressive because
it is being used in addition to cash bail. Pretrial surveillance has always and continues to exist
alongside the money bond system.
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5 On  average,  67%  of  people  spend  over  2  days  in  jail  before  
getting  out  on  EM,  threatening  jobs,  school,  family,  and  more.

The majority of people who end up on electronic monitoring spend at least some time in Cook
County Jail before being put on house arrest, in part because most people must post a cash bail
in order to be placed into the Sheriff's Electronic Monitoring Program.

These delays wreak havoc 
on people’s lives. Although 
some believe that EM allows 
individuals to continue 
activities of daily living, such 
as working, the disruption 
caused by delays before 
release threatens people’s 
ability to keep their existing 
employment. Many community 
groups working with system-involved individuals report that once people are released onto EM, it often
takes additional time to get approval for “movement” to go to work – and if someone does not have a job,
or loses it due to no approved movement, getting approval to leave home for new job interviews is also
extremely difficult. The Sheriff’s Office requires verification from an employer of an interview before the
person leaves their home, making it impossible to attend job fairs, seek out jobs that require walk-in
applications, or meet an employer without fully disclosing one's pretrial status. Clearly, pretrial electronic
monitoring has much of the same potential to affect livelihood that pretrial incarceration in CCJ does. 



6 Over  75%  people  on  pretrial  electronic  monitoring  in  Cook
County  are  facing  non-violent  or  low-level  allegations.  

reasonable for the state to impose 
requirements to ensure that people
who carry guns do so safely. 
However, the burden of these 
requirements - like the burden of 
any licensing requirement - is that 
some people will have less access, 
and will engage in behavior without 
a license because they lack the 
means to obtain one. 

Gun possession without a license
is a misdemeanor in most states, 
or no license is required at all. In
Illinois, it is a felony that carries
a mandatory minimum prison 
sentence. Though these 
sentencing enhancements were 
enacted with the goal of reducing 
gun violence, they have not done 
so and instead, they have simply 
helped swell the number of primarily 
Black, young Illinoisans who become 
entangled in the felony criminal 
legal system - and eventually 
in jail and prison.

The most common firearm-related charge for people on EM is “Aggravated Unlawful Use of a
Weapon," which, despite the misleading name, does not involve firing, brandishing, or even
necessarily touching or holding a gun. Instead, it refers to “possession” of a gun by any person who
is not appropriately licensed by the state to possess it. In order to be licensed, a person must have a
Firearm Owner’s Identification (FOID) license. In Illinois, a person can only get a FOID if they are (1) over
21 years old, (2) have no convictions for felony charges as a juvenile or an adult, and (3) go through the
process of obtaining the FOID license, which requires multiple forms of legal ID and a background
check. In order to carry a gun outside the home in Illinois, a person must also have a concealed 
carry license. That license requires a $150 application fee and 16 hours of training. It is, of course,

Electronic monitoring is most frequently used for a type of allegation that is treated differently in
Cook County than in any other jurisdiction: illegal gun possession. 
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7 Less  than  one  in  twelve  people  in  Chicago  are  arrested  for
new  allegations  while  on  pretrial  electronic  monitoring.

Between 2016 and 2020, there were about 18,229 people in Chicago (serving a total of
23,014 pretrial periods) who spent some period of time on EM through the Sheriff’s Office. 

Overall, 2,045 people – less than 9% of people on EM – appear to have been arrested by CPD at a
time before the end of their time on EM - or, for those who were marked "AWOL" (absent without
leave), the end of their time marked as that status.



8 Re- incarcerations  for  technical  violations  (rather  than  
from  new  arrests)  are  four  times  higher  in  2021  than  in  2019.

People who are on electronic monitoring can be re-incarcerated by the Sheriff’s Office if they 
are alleged to have broken the rules of the program by leaving their homes when they were not
authorized to do so. These are technical violations of the pretrial program – they do not represent
criminal or even antisocial behaviors, just that someone may not have been in perfect compliance
with the Sheriff’s very strict rules or that the electronic monitoring technology may have glitched.[15]

People can be violated and re-incarcerated for being late returning from work, going to
a doctor’s appointment or the hospital without authorization, or taking out their trash.

In 2020, the Cook County Sheriff's Office announced that it was switching its entire electronic
monitoring system to GPS devices that track exactly where a person is at all times from Radio
Frequency bands, which simply record whether someone is in their home.[16] Advocates warned that
switching completely to GPS devices would drastically increase the number of people re-incarcerated
for “non-criminal behavior.” That seems to be exactly what has happened. 

Around 22% of the people who were re-incarcerated 2021 were removed from EM not because of
new allegations, but because the Sheriff’s Office determined that they had a technical violation of
pretrial release. 
An additional 8% 
were re-incarcerated 
because they had 
no place to stay – 
essentially, because 
they needed to move 
from where they had 
originally been placed 
on EM. In 2019, 
Technical Violations 
and No Place to Stay 
issues each
represented 5% of 
electronic monitoring 
terminations. 

There is no 
justifiable reason to
incarcerate people for experiencing housing instability or for allegedly violating draconian
technical rules. The increase in re-incarceration for technical violations shows that the Sheriff's
Electronic Monitoring Program creates a pipeline for legally presumed innocent, otherwise law-
abiding people to be funneled back into the jail. 
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FIGURE 9:  Rates of re-arrests and failures to appear in court for people released pretrial in Cook 
                   County - both on electronic monitoring and without - from 2016 through 2018.

9 Data  suggests  that  electronic  monitoring  has  no  meaningful
effect  on  the  likelihood  of  rearrest  or  appearances  in  court.

These numbers suggest a disconnect between the heavy usage of pretrial jailing and electronic
monitoring by the courts and the very low rates of rearrest for “violent” crimes among those
who are released. Since 2015, Cook County has placed 17.5% of people charged with new felony
cases on electronic monitoring – a total of more than 30,000 people.

Pretrial programs have two legitimate goals – to prevent accused people from doing anything that
negatively impacts public safety and to assure they make their court dates. Electronic monitoring does
not seem to affect either goal. Instead, people on electronic monitoring have the same very low chance
of being rearrested while at home pretrial as those who are released without electronic monitoring. 

Simply, putting someone on electronic monitoring does not apparently make them more likely 
to appear in court or less likely to be rearrested pretrial. As is true of people awaiting trial without
electronic monitoring, most people (83%) show up to all their court dates and only about 18% are
taken back into custody for some reason while released – this includes arrests for alleged
misdemeanors, ordinance violations, and failures to appear in court.



10 Despite  the  harms  and  lack  of  evidence,  Cook  County  taxpayers
spend  over  $19.5  million  annually  on  the  Sheriff ’s  EM  program.

Ideally, pretrial services would be holistic, non-punitive, and provided in the community by
grassroots, non-governmental groups totally unrelated to the corrections or legal systems.
It is an important statement on Cook County’s over-reliance on surveillance and incarceration
that it spends over twice as much on electronic confinement programs as it does on all other
pretrial services. These budget numbers are a result of allowing electronic monitoring programs
to remain unexamined in Cook County for far too long. 

Electronic surveillance has been a fixture of the criminal courts for over 30 years, but it 
does not show any significant benefit to the public that would justify such a large budget
appropriation. Cook County should prioritize investments in grassroots, non-court-related
services to support people involved in the criminal legal system that are led by and based in their
own communities. Electronic monitoring is an expensive, oppressive, and ineffective program.
The time for shrinking the program's size and budget, and for re-evaluating the way Cook County
provides pretrial services, has come. 



CHICAGO APPLESEED
CHICAGO COUNCIL OF LAWYERS

1 See e.g., “A Better Way: How Cook County is Reducing its Jail Population Through Innovation and
reform” (Civic Consulting Alliance, June 2016), accessible at https://www.ccachicago.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/Civic-Consulting-Alliance_Case-Study_Public-Safety_FINAL.pdf.

2 See “Electronic Monitoring Program Placement” available at
https://www.cookcountysheriff.org/emlos/program-placement-information/ (accessed
August 20, 2021).

3 Id.

4 Cook County Sheriff’s Office, Community Corrections – “Electronic Monitoring (EM) Program
(GPS) Information Sheet,” available at https://www.cookcountysheriff.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/EM-Participant-Packet.pdf (accessed August 20, 2021).

5 See e.g., Chicago Appleseed Center for Fair Courts: “Checking on the Cook County Criminal Court’s
Case Backlog” (July 30, 2021) at https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2021/07/30/checking-on-the-
cook-county-criminal-court-case-backlog/; “Waiting for Justice: An examination of the 
Cook County Criminal Court backlog in the age of COVID-19” (January 28, 2021) at
https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2021/01/28/long-waits-for-justice-cook-county-criminal-
court-backlog/; “As the Pandemic Rages, the Cook County Jail Population Grows” (November 20,
2020), at https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2020/11/20/pandemic-rages-cook-county-jail-
grows/; and “Cook County Courts Massively Behind Schedule on Criminal Cases” (September 24,
2020), at https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2020/09/24/cook-county-courts-massively-behind-
schedule-on-criminal-cases/.

6 The SAFE-T Act was signed in February 2021 and includes a variety of criminal legal system
reforms, such the Pretrial Fairness Act, which includes these provisions and will abolish money bail
across Illinois in January 2023. See e.g., https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.asp?
Name=101-0652 for the full bill text. A previous version of this report stated that EM status will be
reviewed every 90 days, instead of every 60 days.

7 This is also true of people incarcerated in the Cook County Jail; EM replicates the same racial
disparities.

8 See e.g., “Segregation Among Issues Chicago Faces 100 Years After Riots” (Noreen Nasir, July
2019) for Associated Press, accessible at https://apnews.com/article/us-news-ap-top-news-
riots-chicago-united-states-d759f01363584b3a9aa232f07082475a.

https://www.ccachicago.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Civic-Consulting-Alliance_Case-Study_Public-Safety_FINAL.pdf
https://www.cookcountysheriff.org/emlos/program-placement-information/
https://www.cookcountysheriff.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/EM-Participant-Packet.pdf
https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2021/07/30/checking-on-the-cook-county-criminal-court-case-backlog/
https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2021/01/28/long-waits-for-justice-cook-county-criminal-court-backlog/
https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2020/11/20/pandemic-rages-cook-county-jail-grows/
https://www.chicagoappleseed.org/2020/09/24/cook-county-courts-massively-behind-schedule-on-criminal-cases/
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.asp?Name=101-0652
https://apnews.com/article/us-news-ap-top-news-riots-chicago-united-states-d759f01363584b3a9aa232f07082475a


9 See e.g., “Report Finds Bail Reform in Chicago Reduced Pretrial Incarceration Without Hurting
Public Safety” (Ethan Corey, November 2020) for The Appeal, accessible at
https://theappeal.org/report-finds-bail-reform-in-chicago-reduced-pretrial-incarceration-
without-hurting-public-safety/.

10 Cook County uses three types of bonds: “I Bonds,” which are essentially recognizance bonds;
“D Bonds,” which require the arrested person to pay 10% of the bond amount ordered by a
judge to be released from Cook County Jail; and “C Bonds,” which require that the individual
pay the full ordered amount. Any type of “bond” given can be paired with requirements for
electronic monitoring. “No Bond Holds” are also given regularly, which require people to stay
inside the jail while they await trial. 

12 See “The Downstream Consequences of Misdemeanor Pretrial Detention” by Paul Heaton,
Sandra Mayson, and Megan Stevenson. 69 Stan. L. Rev. 711 (March 2017).

13 In order to determine how long people spent in custody between their arrest and their
release from the Cook County Jail, we linked data on arrests by CPD with data on EM
bookings from the Sheriff’s Office.

14 In order to determine how many people were re-arrested while they were released on
electronic monitoring, we looked at data on each person on the CCSO’s electronic monitoring
between January 2016 and June 2020, and compared that to the arrest information for the
Chicago Police Department for the same period of time. We then found all the people who
were marked as being arrested and having their stint on electronic monitoring end in the
same 3-day period. 

15 The GPS monitors used by the Cook County Sheriff’s Office are repeatedly cited as ineffective,
sending false alerts and faulty signals. See, e.g., “On house arrest with Mohawk Johnson” (Leor
Galil, March 2021) for Chicago Reader, at https://chicagoreader.com/music/on-house-arrest-
with-mohawk-johnson/.

16 See e.g., "Cook County Defendants on Electronic Monitoring to Switch to GPS Bracelets by Fall"
(Matthew Hendrickson, August 2020) for Chicago Sun-Times, at
https://chicago.suntimes.com/crime/2020/8/18/21374336/cook-county-defendants-
electronic-monitoring-switch-gps-bracelets

17 This information is based off of an anonymized dataset was published in May 2019 by the
Office of the Cook County Chief Judge that documented outcomes for over 58,000 people with
felony cases who appeared in felony bond court between July 1, 2016 and December 31, 2018.
That dataset can be accessed here: https://www.cookcountycourt.org/HOME/Bail-Reform.

11 A previous version of this report stated that on June 30, 2020, 61% of people on electronic
monitoring had paid a money bond to leave jail and be placed on EM. The correct percentage is 73%.

https://theappeal.org/report-finds-bail-reform-in-chicago-reduced-pretrial-incarceration-without-hurting-public-safety/
https://chicagoreader.com/music/on-house-arrest-with-mohawk-johnson/
https://chicago.suntimes.com/crime/2020/8/18/21374336/cook-county-defendants-electronic-monitoring-switch-gps-bracelets
https://www.cookcountycourt.org/HOME/Bail-Reform


Chicago Appleseed Center for Fair Courts
& Chicago Council of Lawyers

750 N. Lake Shore Drive, Fourth Floor
Chicago, Illinois 6061
PH: (312) 988 6565
E: caffj@chicagoappleseed.org

www. chicagoappleseed.org
www. ChicagoCouncil.org

http://chicagoappleseed.org/
http://chicagocouncil.org/

