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CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE
COMMISSIONER PRECINCT 1 NOMINATION VACANCY

As someone who has been mentioned as a possible nominee of
the Democratic Party for the position of Harris County

Commissioner, Precinct One, on the November ballot, the Harris
County Democratic Party is inviting you to complete the following

questionnaire on key issues that are critical to those within
Precinct One. Upon completion of the questionnaire, your
responses--along with the other participating candidates'

responses--will be posted on the Harris County Democratic Party's
website and emailed to all eligible Precinct One Precinct Chairs

(on June 22) for their review.

 The purpose of this survey is to assist the Precinct One Precinct
Chairs with making an informed decision when selecting a

nominee for the November ballot. Choosing the best candidate is
essential to creating a leadership body that understands how to
strategically set goals and execute initiatives to reach that vision.

Please complete and return this questionnaire to
Dominique Davis via email at

dominique@harrisdemocrats.com by Thursday, June
16, 2016.
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CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES 
COMMISSIONER PRECINCT ONE 

 
BUDGET 
 
Q1: Is your first priority to provide services or to reduce the tax burden for county residents? 
 
Vernell Jessie: No, my first priority is to address increased funding and a concentrated focus with labor 
like precision on mental health. Every aspect of our social ills point to the need to properly and 
adequately fund mental health. Our jails are the number one housing agency for those with mental 
health issues. Commissioner's must step up and address this over-arching problem! 
 
Georgia Provost: My first priority will be to provide services to county residents. Current records suggest 
that funding is already abundant and available for sorely needed Precinct One infrastructure projects, 
including better street drainage, better sidewalks, and better support for our constable force’s facilities 
and senior citizen programs. We can do this today, if the will is there. If I am elected to be your 
commissioner, the will be there! 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: My first priority will be to provide flood Mitigation and secondly to provide a 
place and services for the homeless. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: My top priority, if elected as County Commissioner, would be ensuring that all 
residents in all regions of Precinct One—regardless of race, income or status—receive the county 
services necessary to forge strong, healthy and safe communities.  
 
I will work with other members on Commissioners Court to promote a strong economy that works for all 
people through structuring contracts in a way that spurs economic development and job growth in local 
communities; I will work with county entities such as the Harris Health System to improve the delivery of 
physical and mental health care, particularly in communities that have limited access to clinics; I will 
work with the Sheriff, District Attorney and county and district court judges to implement reforms that 
create a more efficient criminal justice system while keeping communities safe; I will work with the 
relevant County departments, and most importantly my constituents, to ensure that my office invests in 
and prioritizes the infrastructure projects based on community need and input; and I will work with the 
Flood Control District, FEMA and other organizations to develop and implement a plan that will mitigate 
the impact of flooding in all communities, particularly those that have been hardest hit in the past few 
years. 
 
I want to stress that while Harris County needs to make substantial investments in each of these areas, it 
can be done without increasing the tax burden on working families that are already struggling to make 
ends meet. We can start by shutting down the numerous unjust tax loopholes exploited by corporate 
special interests that are siphoning away essential investment in our communities and hurting working 
families. Harris County is losing upwards of tens of millions of dollars a year just through the exploitation 
of the Equal and Uniform property tax appraisal loophole where commercial property owners are 
essentially able to undervalue their property and not pay taxes based on a fair market valuation. One 
local study conducted in 2013 by the Houston Chronicle found that Harris County commercial properties  
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lowered their appraised value by an estimated $6.9 billion resulting in lost tax revenue of $59 million. It 
is estimated that commercial properties are taxed at 60% of their actual value which, for example, 
allows large out-of-state commercial property owners to avoid paying their fair share of taxes and re-
invest their ill-gotten profits outside of Harris County and Texas. This also raises taxes on working 
families and small businesses, and siphons away vital resources that should be used to invest in our 
schools, communities, infrastructure, and toward creating better paying jobs and securing benefits for 
working people. 
 
Harris County is also losing money through the stubbornness of Texas Republican leaders who refuse to 
expand Medicaid.   With a $15 billion investment in Medicaid expansion, Texas could draw down $100 
billion in federal dollars over 10 years and create 300,000 jobs.   In addition, the infusion of billions of 
dollars into local communities could provide homeowners with significant property tax relief.  In Harris 
County, this would mean the possible reduction of over $900 million that Harris County taxpayers 
currently pay for indigent care, insuring over 300,000 of our local residents and bringing over $750 
million in new healthcare spending and 60,000 jobs to our local economy.  Despite this fact, only two 
members of Harris County Commissioners Court—both Republicans—have publicly come out in support 
of Medicaid expansion. 
  
We must also make sure our tax dollars that are used for economic development are effectively and 
equitably invested.  When structured responsibly, tax incentives can encourage innovation and help to 
move our economy forward. But without the proper checks and balances, they become unfair corporate 
tax giveaways that hurt working families and drain valuable resources from investing in our 
communities. These tax incentive programs should be used to create new, good paying jobs, pay a living 
wage, hire locally and provide job training in high-need areas, and contract with Minority/Women-
Owned Business Enterprises (MWBEs). 
 
So if elected to as County Commissioner, I will fight to ensure that all necessary services are provided to 
my constituents, but will also fight to relieve the tax burden on working families through closing 
corporate loopholes, pushing for Medicaid expansion, and ensuring that our tax dollars are working for 
all communities.  I have championed all of these issues in the Texas Legislature, and I am well-positioned 
to be the leading voice for these changes on Commissioners Court. 
 
 
Q2: On what basis would you allocate your budget between needs inside city limits and those in 
unincorporated Harris County? How would you prioritize street and bridge work versus park and 
recreation expenditures? 
 
Vernell Jessie: Since this position requires more cooperation with the City, the majority of the budget 
would go toward inside the city. Both are important in terms of quality of life. With an influx of over a 
million people moving into Houston, streets and bridge work would occupy my major expenditures out 
of the two. 
 
Georgia Provost: My strategy for budget allocation would be to prioritize projects based on the “Worst 
First”. I will fix the areas that are flooding often first. I will also treat areas susceptible to Zika and West 
Nile mosquito infestations first, as this threat affects the entire county (not just Precinct One). I will get 
citizen input from the Precinct One community to assess our immediate needs versus our Park and 
Recreation expenditures, as I do see our Parks and Recreation facilities as valuable outlets for our youth 
and our seniors. 
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Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: I would rank repair needs based on critical life and health issues. If an area 
poses a threat to life and health it will get my attention first, and I would form a team with the city to 
ensure that there is not duplication of work within the city limits. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: The first thing that the incoming County Commissioner for Precinct One must 
realize is that the budget he oversees does not belong to the officeholder—it belongs to the people. 
City of Houston residents pay county taxes just like residents in the unincorporated areas. They deserve 
a voice in how those tax dollars are spent and a commitment to make sure they are getting their fair 
share from county government. 
 
Currently, infrastructure projects in Precinct One and across the county have been approved with little 
to no input from the community. Precinct One residents deserve to know about and have their voices 
included in the decisions that affect their local communities. They—not county bureaucrats—should be 
the ones determining community infrastructure projects, particularly those that use the Precinct’s share 
of mobility funds. They should have a say in whether or not we invest millions of dollars fixing streets 
around NRG Stadium in preparation for the Super Bowl or the streets in Third Ward, Sunnyside, 
Meyerland, and Acres Homes.  
 
In addition, the County needs a more open and transparent Capital Improvements Program (CIP) 
process.  County departments and entities, including the Flood Control District and Toll Road Authority 
all submit CIP plans to Commissioners Court for approval.  The level of communication to, and input 
from, Harris County residents regarding these plans is severely lacking.  We must do everything possible 
to ensure adequate inclusion of public input. 
 
While the incoming County Commissioner must ensure that the needs of both City of Houston residents 
(about 75% of Precinct One) and those in unincorporated areas (about 25% of Precinct One) are fully 
addressed, my top priority will be to institute a formalized process that will allow my constituents to 
prioritize where the greatest community investments are needed.  After all, it’s their tax dollars, and 
they deserve the right to determine how they are used. 
 
 
Q3: In FY2015-16, Harris County's budget allocated nearly as much money for jail operation and medical 
costs ($238.5M) as it did for all Infrastructure, Systems, and County Services ($239.95M). As 
Commissioner, would you use budgetary negotiations to impact how the criminal justice system 
presently operates? How? 
 
Vernell Jessie: Jail operations and medical costs are priorities. I agree with the present allocation as 
address. I would however seek a weighted formula to help us get the cost down. Yes, I would be willing 
to hear from the public on suggestions, along with the county officials to arrive at the best practices. 
 
Georgia Provost: Yes, and I will also investigate incarceration expenses associated with non-violent 
offences and seek to obtain options that don’t necessarily require incarceration. We need the suspected 
(but not tried &amp; convicted) members to get back out to the community and back to work as soon as 
possible. Extended stays in county jail just to await a trial date is expensive and wasteful! 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: I will form a medical review team to review medical claims; my experience is 
that a lot of fraud is going on in filing for claims that were changed or are were not provided. 
Senator Rodney Ellis: A Commissioner has an obligation to the constituents they serve, as well as to the 
basic principles of justice, to ensure that tax dollars are invested in a fair, efficient, and equitable 
criminal justice system. For the better part of the last decade, I have been calling for systemic criminal  
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reforms to Harris County’s broken justice system. If elected as County Commissioner for Precinct One, I 
will make the implementation of these reforms a top priority. Because Commissioners Court’s has 
control over funding for the Office of the District Attorney, the judicial system, and the Sheriff’s Office 
(including the jail), I would do everything in my power to make their funding contingent upon 
meaningful reforms to advance a justice system that makes our communities safer, while treating all 
people in all communities—regardless of race or income—equally and fairly under the law. These 
reforms are outlined in greater detail in Questions 6, 7 & 8 of this questionnaire. 
 
 
INFRASTRUCTURE/ROADS 
 
Q4: Mayor Turner has spoken about the need to fund other transportation improvements besides more 
roads. What role do you see Harris County providing in building a multi-modal system that addresses the 
increasing transportation demands of this metropolitan area? 
 
Vernell Jessie: The figure is astounding in terms of lost time and money as we all fail to be more pro-
active in our transportation needs. The county and city must get behind a multi-modal system linking 
our systems. I want to view Metro’s proposal. Other items include the linkage of the bus systems for 
county, as well as city; walkways and bus lines along the Energy Corridor. There is a strong role for the 
Commissioners to play with the lead of Judge Emmitt, who rose to his post as an expert in the field of 
transportation. 
 
Georgia Provost: Harris County needs to play a much greater role in expanding our public mass transit 
system, including bus, rail, walking pathways, crossing lanes, and bicycle lanes. Buses and associated 
routes must be available, accessible, reliable, affordable, and plentiful. Metro rail must service the entire 
county; not just Houston. The county needs to share in the construction of bus route extensions, bus 
stop shelters, metro rail extensions, public sidewalk infrastructure, and bicycle commuter routes. This 
can be done for a fraction of what it costs to build even ten miles of interstate or toll road facilities. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: We need rail at every Park and Ride besides just at the malls and 
entertainment centers.  The person that I will endorse to sit on MTA board will come from our precinct 
and will have precinct 1 in mind. I will work with the mayor, as I am doing now; to make sure we have 
fair and complete rail systems in all areas where our people use the system to get to and from work and 
to and from the medical facilities. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Our transportation challenges are regional, and we must work together with all 
local governments and the state to address them. There are some established avenues to do that, 
including the Houston-Galveston Area Council and METRO. But I also pledge to work closely with Mayor 
Turner and other local leaders to find ways to partner together achieve our goals. I am committed to a 
comprehensive, multi-modal transportation system that includes improved roads, buses, light rail, 
commuter rail, BRT, bike-trails and improved walkability for pedestrians. As an urban commissioner, one 
of my top priorities would be making sure that wherever residents live, they are connected to 
employment centers.  A person’s income or neighborhood should not dictate their access to viable 
transportation options. 
 
 
Q5: What experience do you have working on infrastructure projects? Please identify the 3 most 
significant infrastructure projects to which you were substantially involved?  
 
Vernell Jessie: N/A. This requires more study on my part. Thus far, I have not worked on infrastructure 
projects, unless you count schools and public zoning; some bond projects in precinct 1. 
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Georgia Provost: I served as one of the community leaders with the late Homer Ford, City 
Councilmember on the infrastructure project for the lower Third ward, identifying the streets for the 
project. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: At Metro, I was in charge of the operations and maintenance workers so that 
when they started the rail system, I advised from my research studies how we should do it.  When 
Metro was trying to implement LNG alternative training, I was there to provide the leadership on 
training and development, and in design of the LNG facilities.  Personally, my dad from Crosby had a 
repair company (Tezino and sons) and I have formed concrete barriers, foundations and repaired and 
demolished building. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: I am proud of my record, beginning with my time on the Houston City Council, in 
pushing for projects that have helped to build up communities and spur economic development.  Three 
of the top physical infrastructure projects with which I’ve been involved include: 

 As a member of Houston City Council, initiating the funding that led to the redevelopment of the 
Palm Center Business and Technology Center; 

 Also as a member of Houston City Council, shepherding through the process the funds necessary 
to build the Southeast Police Command Center; 

 As Chair of the Senate Finance Committee, secured $190 million in tuition revenue bonds for 
campus improvements to Texas Southern University, and in subsequent sessions, helped secure 
$220.7 million more for campus improvements to Texas Southern University, the University of 
Houston Downtown, and the University of Houston 

 
But beyond just physical infrastructure, my career in public service has been dedicated to improving and 
investing in human infrastructure.  I’ve fought for better educational opportunities for our communities 
and created the largest scholarship program in the history of the state to help over 460,000 kids from 
low-income and middle class families get the opportunity to go to college and achieve their dreams. I’ve 
pushed to create a fairer economy that works for all of us by fighting to increase the minimum wage, 
battling against unfair corporate loopholes that only benefit the wealthy, and creating the annual state 
sales tax holiday that has saved working families almost $1 billion on essential back-to-school items like 
clothes, backpacks, and shoes.  I’ve led the charge to reform our broken criminal justice system, and, as 
chair of the Innocence Project, helped free over 200 innocent people from prison for crimes they didn’t 
commit.  I created the Texas Legislative Internship Program, which has invested in over 600 students of 
color and given them meaningful experiences in the political process while creating a pipeline of better, 
more diverse leaders for our future.   
 
And finally, I’ve helped to build the infrastructure for a stronger progressive, democratic movement in 
Harris County and across the state by passing the Motor Voter law, pushing for same-day and automatic 
voter registration, and fighting Republican voter id and redistricting efforts all the way to federal court. 
 
 
CRIMINAL COURTS 
 
Q6: As Commissioner, how would you utilize your position on the Harris County Criminal Justice 
Coordinating Council to reduce jail population numbers and reduce racial and ethnic disparities in the 
criminal justice system? 
 
Vernell Jessie: I would call for a Congressional hearing on the subject of racism and ethnic disparities. It 
is needed. Also, fully funding and addressing my number one topic of focus, i.e. mental health, would go 
a long way toward addressing the issue. Perhaps the more important Congressional hearing topics 
would be “The Role of Mental Health and Racial/Ethnic Disparities in the Criminal Justice System.” As  
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two-term commissioner on the Mayor’s Disability Commission, I have experience bringing people 
together on complex issues with results! 
 
Georgia Provost: I will stress for more alternative sentencing practices for non-violent offenders. We 
need these folks to be out of jail and back to work. We need to provide incentives to businesses, and get 
them to hire ex-felons. We need more after school and summer job programs as a diversion from 
criminal activities among our youth. I will push for recruitment and retaining of diverse deputy sheriff a 
deputy constable forces, and make certain they are part of the communities they serve. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: To reduce criminal justice inequalities, I would appoint a citizen review board 
from precinct 1, and this will provide information on how we are handling our criminal justice activities. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Harris County’s overreliance on incarceration as its primary means of dealing with 
low-level and non-violent offenders has been ineffective and inefficient, and continues to result in some 
of the highest incarceration rates in the nation. Harris County incarcerates drug possession offenses at a 
higher per-capita rate than other urban Texas county.  
 
This has wasted countless taxpayer dollars on crowding the court dockets and jail with low-level drug 
possession arrestees and those with mental illness.  It has also been ineffective at making our 
communities safer when we should concentrate on using our resources to protect us from serious 
criminals, and has had a particularly disparate and devastating effect on communities of color and the 
poor. All together, these ineffective practices have forced Harris County to request an increase in its bed 
capacity from the Texas Commission on Jail Standards 11 times in the past ten years.  In the past year 
alone, Harris County has opted four times to ship local inmates across the state in order to avoid jail 
overcrowding. 
 
In addition, African-Americans are four times more likely than Whites to have their vehicles searched 
without probable cause by Houston Police Department officers. And while Blacks comprise about 20% of 
Harris County’s population, they account for half of drug felony arrests and almost two-thirds of those 
incarcerated by Harris County in jail or state prison for felony drug offenses. This despite the fact that 
studies have shown similar drug use rates for Whites and Blacks.   
 
Spending taxpayer dollars to incarcerate non-violent offenders would make sense if it made our 
community safer, but studies show that these options are less effective and more expensive than 
strategies that divert defendants charged with non-violent crimes from incarceration. We must focus on 
punishing serious criminals and, where possible, diverting and treating non-violent offenders.  We also 
must ensure that our laws are enforced in all communities, rich or poor, black or white, equally and 
fairly. Most of our law enforcement officers do honorable work, and their service is to be praised and 
respected. But as with any profession, we must have transparency and accountability to maintain the 
public trust. I will use my position as County Commissioner and as a member of the Criminal Justice  
 
Coordinating Council to fight for: 
 

 Pre-booking/arrest diversion alternatives for low-level, nonviolent drug possession offenses: 
Many jurisdictions have designated certain non-violent drug possession and/or prostitution 
cases for community-based treatment and support services instead of jail, thereby reducing 
recidivism and saving taxpayer dollars. The District Attorney also should revise case intake 
screening and initial charging criteria to encourage greater use of pretrial diversion for offenders 
charged with non-violent offenses. 

 Increased reliance on Cite and Summons: Cite-and-summons is meant to eliminate pre-initial 
appearance jail time for individuals with low-level offenses, which will save the County costs of  
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this period of incarceration. Adopting cite-and-summons procedures in Harris County could 
result in 22% of misdemeanor defendants being diverted from jail.i 

 Reinstating the “Trace” Drug Possession Policy: Former District Attorney Pat Lykos changed the 
long-standing policy of prosecuting possession of “trace” amounts—or 1/100th of a gram—of 
drugs as a felony. The change reduced felony drug arrests by half and freed up jail space. At the 
same time, both property and violent crimes in Houston continued to drop during the two years 
of the policy.ii  Nonetheless, the current DA reversed the policy, making Harris County one of 
few Texas counties that pursues felony prosecutions for possession of less than .02 grams of 
drugs. 

 Requiring body cameras and recording of interrogations: Body camera policies should include 
requirements regarding when the cameras must be in operation and not in operation and 
transparency, storage and access to the recordings. In addition, the recording of all 
interrogations conducted by the Sheriff’s Department and Constables should be required. 

 
Another huge driver of the jail population is our broken bail system.  Until this is reformed, we will 
continue to see thousands of people stuck in the county jail simply because they are poor.  I’ll discuss 
this issue in greater detail in Question 7. 
 
 
Q7:  Nearly two-thirds of defendants charged with crimes in Harris County cannot afford an attorney. As 
Commissioner, how would you ensure that Harris County's poorest citizens receive quality 
representation through expanding the Harris County Public Defender's Office, a managed assigned 
counsel program, reform of the money bail system? How would you do that? 
 
Vernell Jessie: It is a delicate financial balancing act, but like access to healthcare, it is one that that 
must be addressed. I would call for an all-out reform in this arena. And whereas, I would not want to see 
this used as a political football, it must be addressed both in terms of dollars working together to insure 
increased and expanded services. This topic is just surfacing when in Forward Times Article, over three 
decades I called for a system to be put in place to address this very problem. 
 
Georgia Provost: I will put more funding and strength into to the Public Defender’s Office, and get more 
funding for the Crime Labs to do their job right the first time! I also want to see bails lowered or 
eliminated for non-violent suspects. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: The same citizen review board will help to provide the information we need to 
develop a fair system. We will involve TSU and UH law centers to provide fair and legal procedures using 
their law centers and law interns. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Harris County’s failure to follow the law and principles of basic fairness related to 
pre-trial bond and legal representation for the poor has resulted in a system where justice is too often 
dependent upon income.  More than 70% of the people detained in Harris County jail; individuals who 
have not even been convicted of a crime—most are stuck in jail pre-trial solely because they are too 
impoverished to afford bail.  
 
Defendants who are not released pre-trial are more likely to be incarcerated following a conviction, and 
they generally receive longer sentences upon conviction. And Harris County’s system of legal 
representation for the poor largely remains one that is drastically underfunded, where the judge 
chooses and wields controls over the lawyer for the accused. 
 
An individual’s danger to the community should determine bail and whether or not they are 
incarcerated—not their wealth. Requiring risk assessments and utilizing proven alternatives to  
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incarceration for low-risk arrestees – like personal bonds, electronic monitoring, or simple check-ins – 
can make sure we're only confining people in jail awaiting trial if we know they're a threat to the 
community. 
 
Unfortunately, quality of justice is too often contingent upon wealth and the attorney one can afford. 
About 95% of indigent caseloads in Harris County continue to utilize an antiquated, court appointed 
counsel system where a judge chooses your lawyer if you’re poor, and even decides whether an 
attorney gets resources to investigate a case.  This creates an inherent conflict and risks interfering with 
an individual's freedom to have independent representation.  
 
As County Commissioner, I plan on fighting for the following reforms: 
 

 Eliminating Bail Schedules: Harris County uses a bail schedule at a defendant's magistrate 
hearing to determine the bond rather than calculating bail on a case-by-case basis—which is 
likely unconstitutional and makes the ability to make bail income-based rather than based on  

 Relying on pre-trial services divisions, whose assessment-based recommendations for 
bond/bail release are often ignored by “tough on crime” judges: Counties with effective 
pretrial screening programs perform an objective assessment of the risk of a defendant failing to 
return to court to answer the charges. In 2009, JMI recommended that Harris County develop 
and use a broader range of supervised release options for defendants released on personal 
bonds. These include using electronic reporting and notification systems that are centered in 
kiosks through the County, day reporting centers for moderate risk defendants and use of 
electronic home confinement with GPS monitoring. 

 Increased use of lower personal bonds and reduction of bond/bail amounts, where 
appropriate and in the interests of public safety:  This would reduce the financial barrier on 
particularly non-violent offenders and improve the chances that individuals can continue their 
lives in the community, maintaining employment and supporting their families, prior to their 
trial. 

 Early Assignment of Counsel at the magistrate hearing: When defense attorneys are assigned 
at the very earliest stages of a case, they have the opportunity to advocate for appropriate pre-
trial release, and, in the case of defendants who are emotionally disturbed or have a mental 
illness, to access treatment that can help stabilize them and keep them out of the criminal 
justice system.   

 Expand the Use of the Harris County Public Defender’s Office: While the Public Defender’s 
Office has improved indigent defense by providing quality representation for its clients, it only 
has the capacity to handle about 5% of cases. Harris County needs to expand its use and 
capacity. 

 Implement Caseload Standards for Appointed Counsel: In April 2008, the Houston Chronicle 
reported that "old friends" and financial backers of judges were making between $100,000 and 
$400,000/year for appointments, while exceeding recommended caseloads (up to 700 cases in a 
year). Caseloads of that magnitude do not allow for adequate representation and must be 
reduced. 

 Increased Investment for Indigent Defense: Harris County’s dismal investment in 
representation for the poor threatens the right to effective assistance of counsel. A substantial 
increase in indigent defense funding is needed to ensure true equality and fairness under the 
law. 

 
 
Q8: Do you support a complete review of the Sheriff's Department? What are your thoughts regarding 
the treatment of mentally ill persons in the Harris County Jail? 
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Vernell Jessie: Having worked in mental health on the local, state, and national level, this is an issue 
dear to my heart for over fifteen years. I have worked to shine the spotlight on this issue as a 
spokesperson for the largest mental health agency. I know, firsthand the treatment of the mentally ill 
incarcerated. I spent every day in court with our mental health workers of the Andrea Yates trial. There 
must be an audit, immediately, as well as a massive overhaul of the Sherriff’s Department.  
 
Georgia Provost: In light of the abuses and neglect associated with some of the incarcerated inmates, I 
do support a total and complete review of the Sherriff’s Department. In addition, we need a stronger 
relationship between the county’s Health Department and the Sherriff’s department. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: We have to have a review board and our medical association can help us 
diagnose the problems faced by the mentally ill.  Many are homeless so this is a serious passion of mine 
and has been a part of my ministry (VIPS). 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: I have long been an outspoken critic of Harris County’s inefficient criminal justice 
system and overcrowded jail, and I fully support a complete and independent review of the Sheriff’s 
Department. 
 
Over the past several years, the Harris County Jail has been subject to a startling number of lawsuits 
related to inadequate medical care provided in the jail, unsanitary conditions and wrongful deaths.  In 
2008, the U.S. Department of Justice also undertook a comprehensive investigation into conditions at 
the jail and found significant deficiencies in the medical care provided, unsanitary conditions, 
overcrowding and the use of excessive force.  Since that time, the feds have been monitoring the jail and 
have had to make several inquiries into deaths that have occurred.  In a Houston Chronicle review of 
deaths between 2009 and the end of 2015, almost 75% of inmate deaths were among those in pre-trial 
detention who were not yet even convicted of a crime. 
 
While the Sheriff’s Office has explained away recent deaths as a statistical anomaly, it is time that 
County officials recognize that these deaths are not statistics—they are lives that matter.  Any death is a 
serious matter, particularly when the person is being held by the government in a cell without actually 
having been convicted of a crime.   
 
As previously mentioned, the last comprehensive review of the jail was undertaken eight years ago.  As 
County Commissioner, I will push hard for another independent review of the Sheriff’s Department to 
once again identify the issues and problems that county officeholders have failed to address over the 
years, as well as recommendations for moving forward.  I will also work to build the political will on 
Commissioners Court to actually implement the recommendations rather than ignoring them, which has 
been the case in previous years. 
 
Inadequate mental healthcare was another issue cited in the Department of Justice investigation.  On 
any given day, around 2,000 inmates—or almost a quarter of the population—are taking psychotropic 
medications, making the Harris County Jail the largest mental health facility in the state.  The Sheriff’s 
Department must adequately assess inmates for mental health issues upon entry to the jail and provide 
those who are identified with immediate, quality care.  
 
But as important as it is to ensure that inmates are receiving the care they need, I believe it is equally or 
even more important to institute policies that will keep the jail from being used as the de facto mental 
health system.  Many people with mental illness end up in the jail after decompensating simply because 
they couldn’t access needed services in the community.  Once there, many of them can’t get out for no 
other reason than they’re poor.  The County needs to work with Harris Health System and the Harris 
Center for Mental Health and Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (formerly MHMRA) to expand  
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available mental health services in the community.  The Sheriff’s Department also needs to work 
community organizations to ensure continuity of care for inmates once they are released from jail.  
Finally, as I’ve covered previously, the County needs to implement pre-trial diversion alternatives, 
improve indigent defense, and reform the bail bond system.  All of these strategies taken together 
would almost certainly reduce the jail population with mental illness. 
 
 
APPOINTMENTS 
 
Q9:  As County Commissioner, you will be responsible for appointing board members to several 
departments. Name three essential traits that you are looking for in appointees. What are three traits 
that automatically disqualify an appointee from consideration? 
 
Vernell Jessie: Ability to work well with others; teachable spirit and humility. Disqualifications: 
arrogance, cannot relate to people they are representing/serving, and a liar. 
 
Georgia Provost: Essential Traits: Competency, Integrity, and Trust. Disqualifiers: Limited experience, 
Dishonesty, and Poor Leadership/Management Demonstration. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: In appointing board members, they must live in the county preferably 1, and 
they must have some knowledge of the area that they are being appointed to such as if they are on 
Metro then they must know a something about transportation. They have to live in the County and 
cannot have a criminal record, and should have had experience in the area of interest. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: The top three traits that I will look for in individuals interested in serving on 
boards, such as at the Port of Houston Authority, Harris County Toll Road Authority, and Metro are: 
 

 A dedication and passion for public service. Public service is not a simply a job or a duty to be 
executed—it is a calling.  Anyone wishing to serve on a public board must realize that their 
responsibility is to act on behalf of the public good. 

 A progressive outlook. Harris County is the third largest county in the United States and is larger 
than 24 states. Board appointees must have a progressive vision for moving the County forward 
that focuses on the future, not the past. 

 A commitment to diversity. Harris County is also one of the most diverse counties in the United 
States, with about 150 different languages spoken here. I believe strongly that Board appointees 
should reflect the racial and cultural diversity of our region and also demonstrate a commitment 
to ensuring that the needs in all of these communities are addressed in their decisions. 

 
Traits that would disqualify someone include: 
 

 Being self-seeking. This is diametrically opposed to the calling of public services 

 Being narrow-minded. A person with a narrow-world view would have difficulty making 
decisions to benefit our diverse communities 

 Being divisive. If someone can’t play well with others—even those who have differing views—
they would not be effective on a public board 

 
 
PROGRAMS/SERVICES 
 
Q10: What type of services should be in place to stimulate and enhance neighborhood development, 
improvement of community facilities/services, expansion of employment opportunities, and promotion 
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 of business and industrial growth? Do you have any neighborhood-specific plans? Overall plans for 
Precinct One? 
 
Vernell Jessie: I plan to hit the ground running conducting a full assessment, then develop a plan of 
action. I would like to call upon the Houston Partnership to convene a two-part session with businesses 
and get an overarching plan of action together having worked on three committees of the partnership 
including foreign investments for businesses. I would also like to see something akin to partnering with 
ministers, colleges, and community colleges to explore plans of action for business and industrial 
growth. `  
 
Georgia Provost: If elected, I will first ensure that all of the building, road and bridge construction 
projects use residents of Precinct 1 for workers before seeking outside workers. Second, a jobs and skills 
program will be inserted into the PCT1 Community Centers, and reach out to the unemployed. Third, I 
will establish joint programs with the City of Houston to lure more supermarkets and shops to the 
residential areas. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: I will have a citizen economic committee involved in how we want precinct 1 to 
develop, whether zoning or some sort of business incentives zone to bring industry into a business 
specific zone form by the board and my office. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: I’m the son of yardman and a maid, and I was raised to believe a hard day’s work 
deserves and honest day’s pay. Every person in Harris County who works hard and plays by the rules 
ought to have the chance to succeed in our economy. 
 
But right now our economy isn’t working for middle class and working families.  We have hardworking 
Harris County families working full time jobs that can’t make ends meet because for too long we’ve had 
leaders who allow special interests to trump the interests of the people. The story of Harris County 
should not be written as a tale of two counties—one for corporate special interests and one for 
everybody else.  It’s time to make sure that economic opportunity is extended to all. 
 
We need better paying jobs in our communities.  Texas has more minimum wage workers that any state 
in the country and the fourth highest rate of minimum wage workers per capita.  At the current federal 
minimum wage of $7.25, a single parent who works full time, year round doesn’t earn enough to be 
above the federal poverty level, meaning our current minimum wage laws are essentially locking 
working families in poverty. To add insult to injury, the state of Texas has kept counties and 
municipalities from raising millions of people out of poverty by barring them from raising the minimum 
wage in their own regions.   
 
And it’s not just about the better wages.  Every year the County gives away millions of dollars to 
corporations in tax giveaways, handouts, and contracts in the name of economic development, but 
there are no requirements that the companies invest in people and communities of Harris County.  
 
One of my top priorities as Commissioner will be to fight to create more fair and equal economic 
opportunities for all people in Precinct One.  Throughout my career in public service I have fought for 
legislation to increase the minimum wage, shutdown unfair corporate tax loopholes, increase access to 
affordable and quality healthcare and quality educational opportunities, and numerous other reforms so 
that every person from every community has the opportunity to achieve the American Dream.  As Harris 
County Commissioner, I will fight to:  
 

 Set a $15/hour living wage for Harris County employees: Harris County employees have no 
guarantee of a minimum wage above the federally mandated $7.25/hour.  Several localities  
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have set living wages for their employees, including Bexar and Travis Counties, which have set 
their living wages at $13/hour.  

 Require Corporations receiving County contracts or tax abatements to pay a living wage: 
Harris County can use its leverage as procurer of services to move private corporations to adopt 
a minimum wage. If we are paying companies with taxpayer dollars, the least they can do is give 
back to the community by paying a living wage and providing basic health care benefits.   

 Ensure tax abatements and tax incentives are working for Harris County residents, not just 
special corporate interests:  We need to make sure tax incentives are effective and make 
equitable investments in the community by requiring entities that receive them to:  

o Prove a project will create new, good paying jobs and include a claw back provision 
requiring companies to pay the money back to taxpayers if they fail to meet these 
standards; 

o Pay a living wage to their employees (at least $15/hour) and provide health insurance; 
o Hire locally and provide job training in high-need areas so that all communities benefit 

from these new jobs; 
o Contract a certain percentage of their work to Minority/Women-Owned Business 

Enterprises; and 
o Ban the box so that former felons have a fair shot at obtaining gainful employment 

 End unfair corporate loopholes: Harris county working families already face one of the most 
regressive tax systems in the nation, so they should not be forced to suffer cutbacks in pay or 
benefits, or have their taxes increase, while wealthy corporations are not paying their fair share. 

 
 
Q11: What would you do to ensure that services provided by Harris County are the same for the 
minority community that are provided to other communities? 
 
Vernell Jessie: A strong voice of advocating; ability to articulate needs; do my homework and form 
alliances to address issues with Commissioner needs. 
 
Georgia Provost: I will appoint an advisory committee to track and monitor the execution of services 
and get reports to ensure that minority communities are getting the same level of services. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: I will have a weighted scale based on critical need in areas.  If a needed repair 
affects the safety and quality of life, then that area will get more weighted points to place it on a priority 
list.  If you base it on need, then it will be fair to all citizens in precinct 1. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: If elected as Commissioner, I will do everything in my power to ensure that each 
community in Precinct One has the same access to services, infrastructure projects and economic 
opportunities as every other community in the County.  As I previously mentioned, one of my top 
priorities will be to give residents a voice in the budgetary decisions that are made that affect their 
neighborhoods.  The community has a right to determine whether or not Precinct One invests millions 
of dollars on beautification projects around NRG Stadium or on roads and sidewalks in Third Ward, 
Sunnyside, and Acres Homes.  
 
Another way in which I would work to ensure that minority communities are able to take full advantage 
of economic development opportunities is through pushing for programs that assist MWBE’s with 
obtaining County contracts.  I guided the initial Minority and Women-Owned Business Enterprise 
program ordinance through the Houston City Council in 1984, and also passed legislation as a state 
senator.  If elected as County Commissioner, I will seek to do the same on Commissioners Court. 
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Q12: The late Commissioner El Franco Lee had a special touch as it relates to Senior Citizens. Will you 
continue to improve those relations in your administration? 
 
Vernell Jessie: I too, like Franco, have a special love for the elderly. I believe a better quality of life is 
paramount, whether it’s the Senior trips, social functions, exercise programs, or an attempt to double in 
size the Olympics program. I would work to not only keep, but out expand for programs for the elderly. 
As a chaplain vising the sick, carrying them to programs and action, are among my duties. To 
accomplish, I would set up a Commissioner’s Council on senior opportunities, directly reporting to me.  
 
Georgia Provost: YES! 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: Yes, it will be one of my main functions in ensuring that our seniors have 
continual and improved services.  Also, we will eliminate discrimination and fraud against them by 
having a 1-800 to report issues to my office. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Our seniors have spent the majority of their lives building our communities, and 
raising and investing in younger generations.  We now have the responsibility of providing for their 
needs and ensuring that the communities in which they reside are safe and livable. I am proud of the 
many successful senior programs that my friend El Franco instituted during his tenure on Commissioners 
Court, and I am committed to continuing and building upon them. 
 
In addition to existing programs, I also plan on forging partnerships with leading community 
organizations such as AARP, Neighborhood Centers and others that are working hard every day to 
address the needs of seniors.  Some of the programs I would like to implement include: 
 

 Fraud Seminars: Senior citizens are consistently targeted by unscrupulous con artists trying to 
make a quick buck.  Many seniors have lost hundreds or thousands of dollars and even their life 
savings as a result of fraudulent acts. I will work with community organizations to provide 
workshops to seniors in Precinct One so they don’t fall prey to these scams 

 Job Preparation/Training: While 65 was once considered the universal retirement age, today’s 
senior are vibrant, and many work well into their 70’s.  Some may even start new careers later in 
life and need assistance with skills such as resume-writing, interviewing and even where to look 
for a job.  I will partner with organizations to bring these services into Precinct One. 

 Ensuring Age-Friendly Communities: Seniors undergo many different changes as they age, yet 
the homes and communities in which they live do not always change in complementary ways. 
This may include leaky roofs, bathtubs that need to be retrofitted with appropriate railings or 
sidewalks that need to be expanded to ensure wheelchair accessibility.  I will work with Precinct 
One seniors and community organizations to identify these needs and the funding that can 
address them. 

 
 
ACCESSIBILITY 
 
Q13: Understanding that there is a great level of attention that must be applied to the work of your 
position we are concerned as to whether you will still remain accessible to the community leaders of 
Precinct One once you have gained the seat. If selected as the next County Commissioner, how will you 
go about remaining open to the precinct chairs and community leaders? 
 
Vernell Jessie: I would always have an open door policy however; Franco was in office 30 plus years yet 
did not do a “a big grand standing.” In every photo shoot, he worked behind the scenes and alongside 
Commissioners and staff to set priorities and put his goals in place. I feel a strong loyalty to the people  
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and their representatives. I would also establish quarterly meetings and put a newsletter together to 
make sure precinct chairs are fully knowledgeable and stay in the loop.  
 
Georgia Provost: In addition to having an open door policy at the County Commissioners’ Court, I will 
also attend Neighborhood Civic Club activities, enhance and attend the Superneighborhood Alliance 
groups within Precinct, and also reach out to the school districts in Precinct 1. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: To remain in touch with the community, I will have a quarterly newsletter, 
attend neighborhood meetings and have a 1-800 (or such) so that any issue can be dealt with in a timely 
manner. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Throughout my time on Houston City Council and in the State Senate, I’ve 
maintained a commitment to responsive and thorough constituent services.  I frequently engage with 
community leaders to discuss current issues affecting their constituentcy and inform them of state-level 
policy changes.  As a commissioner with a larger staff, my office would be able to expand work in this 
area. 
 
All residents of Precinct One will be able to easily contact my office with concerns and receive assistance 
in finding solutions to the problems facing their community. I will always engage and respond to my 
constituents and build an inclusive office that lifts up and amplifies their voices. 
 
In addition, I will hold quarterly breakfast and lunch events for precinct chairs and community leaders to 
obtain their input on pressing community needs and ensure that they are informed of the latest 
developments on Commissioners Court and  other County-related happenings. My office will maintain 
its responsibility to serve the people. 
 
 
Q14: Do you currently have a plan in mind that will bring your entire precinct together relating to the 
concerns and issues of the entire Harris County Precinct One on a quarterly or annual basis? If yes, what 
is it? 
 
Vernell Jessie: (See above)  
 
Georgia Provost: YES! I will host quarterly Fish Dinners and Meetings for Precinct Chairs at my home to 
develop solutions to our many issues and will conduct quarterly Job Fairs. I will conduct quarterly 
meetings with representatives from the Civic Clubs and the SuperNeighborhood Associations in Precinct 
1, and get their constant inputs. I will also conduct quarterly town hall meetings for all residents, to get 
inputs Precinct-wide. 
 
Rickey “Raykey” Tezino: We have recreation buildings and medical centers where meetings can be 
called.  I will work closely with the precinct chairs, other community leaders and churches to ensure that 
all citizens are heard in precinct 1. 
 
Senator Rodney Ellis: Due to sprawling nature of Precinct One, as County Commissioner I would host 
monthly community and neighborhood-based townhall meetings that allow individual communities to 
come together and discuss the issues that are most important to them.  The issues affecting Acres 
Homes are not the same as those facing Sunnyside, Third Ward, or the southwest side of the district. 
However, the issues that connect us are greater than those that divide us, so I will also plan on holding 
Precinct-wide townhall meetings on a semi-annual basis.  In addition, I will hold quarterly telephone 
townhall meetings on a variety of different topics, including small and minority business development, 
healthcare access, and tuition grant programs. As previously mentioned, I will also make it a priority to  
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include the input of all Precinct One residents in the important decisions made regarding the investment 
of their tax dollars into infrastructure and other community improvements. 
 
And just as important as ensuring the inclusion of community input, I will make sure I keep the 
community abreast of the issues that affect them most. On an annual basis, I will issue an extensive 
print newsletter summarizing major actions at the county level--not just limited to Commissioners Court, 
but including actions by the County Clerk and Tax-Assessor Collector, Harris County Appraisal District, 
Harris Health System, Sheriff and other departments. I will continue to issue bi-weekly electronic news 
briefs informing my constituents of new developments in Precinct 1 and across the county.  And as is 
currently the case, I will continue to interact with my constituents through a variety of social media, 
including Facebook , Twitter and Instagram. 
 

i Senator Rodney Ellis’ responses featured information from the following: A Blueprint for Criminal Justice Policy 

Solutions in Harris County, 

http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/events/legal_aid_indigent_defendants/2015/ls_sclaid_summit_03_tcjc

_2015_harris_county_blueprint.authcheckdam.pdf  
iiHarris County Communities, A Call for True Collaboration Restoring County Trust and Improving Public Safety, 

http://www.texascjc.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Harris%20County%20Communities%20A%20Call%20for%20Tr

ue%20Collaboration.pdf  

                                                           

http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/events/legal_aid_indigent_defendants/2015/ls_sclaid_summit_03_tcjc_2015_harris_county_blueprint.authcheckdam.pdf
http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/events/legal_aid_indigent_defendants/2015/ls_sclaid_summit_03_tcjc_2015_harris_county_blueprint.authcheckdam.pdf
http://www.texascjc.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Harris%20County%20Communities%20A%20Call%20for%20True%20Collaboration.pdf
http://www.texascjc.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Harris%20County%20Communities%20A%20Call%20for%20True%20Collaboration.pdf
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