DA, Sheriff both say the so-called ‘ag-gag’ bill is ‘a bad law’

While Gov. Bill Haslam mulls his options on the so-called “ag-gag” bill, the opposition continues grows with a district attorney and a sheriff both saying the legislation is bad and will make prosecution and enforcement difficult.
The bill, sponsored in the state House by Andy Holt, R-Dresden, and in the Senate by Somerville Republican Dolores Gresham, requires anyone “who intentionally” who films or photographs animal abuse “for the purpose of documenting the offense” to hand the material over to law enforcement within 48 hours.
District Attorney General Tommy Thompson Jr. of the 15th Judicial District said the bill is “an obstruction to justice.”

“This bill is more an industry protection act. It's a way to prevent people from finding out, because you have to get the trust of the people who are doing it,” said the longest-serving district attorney in Tennessee.

“The people who are doing it are smarter with the law than a lot of the people who are enforcing it. They aren't going to do anything where you can see them until you gain their trust.”
Thompson, whose district includes Wilson, Trousdale, Smith, Macon and Jackson counties, compared the undercover operations of documenting animal abuse to undercover drug operations.
“If the drug task force had to report their buys within two days, first of all, you would never have enough informants who could get in like that,” he said. “Secondly, if you have to report within two days, the person comes to court and says, “That was just the first time I ever did it. I made a mistake. I’m sorry,’ and he may be the biggest drug dealer in town.”
The 36-year DA, who also raises cattle, said the drug task force always tries to do three or four buys from a dealer so they can’t claim it was a casual sale when they come to court.

“You can't just stand there and take pictures in two days,” said Thompson. “You have to work awhile and let them trust you before you get in position to where the real abuse is going on.

Thompson added that it also “doesn’t really have any teeth to it, because anything that is a Class C misdemeanor by fine only gets moved to the bottom of the priority list for law enforcement. There’s so much more important stuff going on.”

Putnam County Sheriff David K. Andrews pretty much agreed with Thompson that the bill has no real teeth and that capturing a one-time incident is basically futile.
“There's no jail time to it. If a judge issues a pick-up on someone, law enforcement is going to make an effort to pick that person up. But then when you pick him up, what do you do with him?” said the president of the Tennessee Sheriff’s Association. 

“If he can't pay it and won't pay it, what are you going to do? You can't put him in jail.”

While the Sheriff’s Association has not taken an official active role in the legislation, Andrews said he used to work undercover and that if you buy drugs from someone just one time, “you might as well not go to court.
“They’re going to say, ‘Well, judge, I really just done this the one time. I was coerced or this or that.’ It sort of takes the teeth out of your prosecution,” Andrews said.

“It’s a bad law,” Thompson said. “I hope they don’t pass any laws like that in regard to drug buys. That would be sad day, but they can if they want to.”
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