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Broadened investigation may lead to charges being filed
After an 18-month FBI investigation, the U.S. Department of Justice is looking into an alleged "pattern and practice" of civil rights violations of young inmates at W.J. Maxey Boys Training School in Green Oak Township.
FBI Agent William Kowalski confirmed that the DOJ investigation, which began in June, "is what comes after" the FBI's Flint office investigation into Michigan's largest state-operated juvenile lockup.
Kowalski said the DOJ reviewed FBI reports and determined "there continues to be a concern, and we need to broaden the investigation." He said his investigation has not resulted in criminal charges yet, but the broadened investigation may lead to charges "on the back end."
The U.S. Justice Department confirmed only that it have enough evidence to move forward with an open investigation. Spokeswoman Casey Stavropoulos said he doesn't know how long the investigation will take.
Maureen Sorbet, spokeswoman for Michigan's Family Independence Agency, which oversees the facility, said the agency is cooperating with the Justice Department.
The federal investigation falls under the Civil Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act, Stavropoulos said. If problems are confirmed, and officials fail to correct them or cannot agree on an appropriate settlement, the U.S. attorney general can file suit.
But an attorney who has made it her mission to hold the facility to the law said she believes Maxey has refused to let federal investigators in the door.
Evelyn Butler, who won more than $2 million from the state after a social worker was murdered by a Maxey resident in 1993, said federal investigators have been asking her for information about the center because they haven't been able to get inside Maxey.
Sorbet said she did not know whether that was the case.
While Maxey at one time housed more than 500 boys 12-21 years old, Wayne County pulled out of the program last year, and Maxey now has about 250 residents.
The facility has faced several problems over the past five years.
Two youths have died in the last two years. Anthony Gilhouse, a 17-year-old from Jackson, died June 11, 2001 from an asthma attack as he was being taken to his job at a Wal-Mart store.
Gilhouse was prescribed medication to control his asthma, but charges have been leveled that he was not given his medication in the days before his death.
On March 9, Cortez Jones, also 17, died while playing basketball at the facility. The police report said Jones had a seizure and suffered cardiac arrest.
Last month, Nelson Griffis, who had been the director of the facility since June of 1998, resigned. Griffis has been on leave from the center for at least two weeks. His official resignation date is Friday.
Butler, who is still representing workers and others suing the state over conditions at Maxey, said Wednesday that under Griffis' reign, Maxey spent millions on security and construction of new buildings at the facility in the last two years and never reduced the $42 million budget, despite the reduction in inmates. Previous state Consumer and Industry Services reports noted some teens at Maxey were having sex with other teens.
State Police also investigated several incidents in which female employees reported they were raped. Other adults, male and female, were investigated for having sex with teens at the center.
Two staff members were arrested in 2000 for dealing drugs, including a social worker with a long prison record who later pleaded guilty to possession of drugs with intent to sell them outside an elementary school.
The CIS also cited Maxey for hog-tying residents into a restraint chair, sometimes for hours at a time. One teen's hands were blue by the time he was released.
The state also cited Maxey for failing to give anti-psychosis medication to mentally disturbed residents.
Staff reportedly showed X-rated movies to residents in exchange for good behavior. And several staffers were accused of physically threatening other workers, and using the residents to intimidate other workers.
In November 2000, Maxey had 12 felons on staff.
Some staff members told the state that their jobs were threatened when they tried to report sexual assaults by some inmates on other inmates to police.
In March 2001, a youth specialist supervisor was arrested in Detroit for soliciting an undercover police officer for sex, and then swallowing two rocks of crack cocaine when he was arrested.
In the first months of 2001, at least three residents escaped while on a work-release program.
That spring, a 15-year-old resident ambushed a worker on the night shift, and stabbed him so badly with a shard, broken off a toilet, that the veteran youth specialist nearly bled to death.
Last October, an 18-year-old resident was the first person arrested in Michigan under a new law that made it a felony to assault a Family Independence Agency worker.
