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SUBJECT

A briefing on the role and history of Veterans Specialty Courts.
BACKGROUND

What is Veterans Court? Veterans Courts are specialty therapeutic courts designed to address the unique needs of individuals who have served in the US military. Based on therapeutic mental health and drug courts, veterans courts are "problem solving" courts, integrating treatment with justice-system case management, where participants are closely supervised and monitored. 

In Veterans Court (VC), a team approach is used with an emphasis on connecting court clients with treatment rather than punishing them with more jail time, although jail is used as a sanction when appropriate.  VCs, like other therapeutic courts, are opt-in models, which require that participants fit a defined set of criteria and then voluntarily opt in to the court by agreeing to the rules of the court and to abide by the developed treatment plan.  The relationship between the judge and the court client is important to provide both support and accountability.

VCs are distinguished from drug and mental health courts in their exclusive focus on veterans and the emphasis on utilizing treatment and benefits provided by the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).   

Studies show that individuals who go through specialty courts have decreased recidivism rates which translate to reduced incarcerations and other reduced justice system costs.

History of Veterans Courts: The first VC was established in Buffalo, New York in 2008 by Judge Robert Russell. Judge Russell has stated that in his 13 years as presiding Judge of Buffalo’s Drug Treatment Court or in Mental Health Treatment Court, it became apparent that veterans faced a number of challenges in addressing their combat related trauma. 
In particular, he noted that war related illnesses appeared to contribute to escalated suicide attempts, arrest, incarceration, divorce, domestic violence, homelessness and despair. The Judge stated that rather than be reactionary to the anticipated increase of veterans appearing in Buffalo’s criminal courts, they decided to take a pro-active approach, embarking on a plan to develop a specialized treatment court to meet the unique needs of their veterans.
Since “the Buffalo experiment” in 2008, nearly 80 VC have been established across the US, with more coming on line monthly. In Washington State, there are VCs in Clark, Pierce, Spokane, and Thurston Counties.
Veterans in Need: Though veterans are not more likely to be arrested than the general population, there are significant numbers of veterans involved with the criminal justice system, many of whom struggle with mental health and/or substance abuse illnesses.  There are 23.4 million veterans in the US
, 1.7 million veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan wars
 , and 623,000 veterans in Washington State and 143,000 in King County.
A 2000 Bureau of Justice Statistics report noted that 81 percent of all justice involved veterans had a substance abuse problem prior to incarceration. 35 percent were identified as having alcohol dependency, 23 percent were homeless at some point in the prior year and 25 percent were identified as mentally ill. Other data points include:

· 230,000 veterans were in local jails and state and federal prisons in 2007

· 1 in 5 veterans report symptoms of mental disorder
 

· 1 in 4 veterans ages 18-25 met criteria for substance abuse disorder in 2006
 

· 1 in 3 of the adult homeless population has served in the military
 
In addition to the mental health, substance abuse and homelessness issues many veterans are contending with, veterans returning from recent conflicts abroad present with post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI): 
· The Department of Defense (DOD) Post-Deployment Health Assessment and Reassessment indicate that 17 percent of active duty personnel in the Army and 25 percent of Army reserve members screen positive for PTSD three to six months after returning home.
 PTSD is an anxiety disorder that may occur after exposure to or involvement in a traumatic event. 

· The DOD and Veteran's Brain Injury Center estimate that 22 percent of all combat casualties from the Iraq and Afghan conflicts are brain injuries, compared to 12 percent of Vietnam-related combat casualties.
  Traumatic brain injury occurs when a sudden trauma causes damage to the brain. TBI can result when the head suddenly and violently hits an object, or when an object pierces the skull and enters brain tissue.

Suicide has become increasingly prevalent among military veterans and is now affecting veterans disproportionately.  National statistics show that veterans constitute about 20 percent of the 30,000 to 32,000 U.S. deaths each year from suicide. Of an average of 18 veterans who commit suicide each day, about five receive care through the VA health-care system. More than 60 percent of those five had diagnosed mental-health conditions.

The combination of mental health problems and substance abuse can be potent and can trigger behaviors that draw veterans into the criminal justice system.  PTSD and TBI can cause violent outbursts often targeted at family members, leading to charges of domestic violence. Self-medicating with alcohol and drugs can lead to impaired driving and Driving Under the Influence (DUI) charges.  As a result, domestic violence and DUI charges are common charges for veterans suffering from mental health and substance abuse issues.

King County’s Veterans: As noted above, there are an estimated 143,000 veterans in King County. By applying the statistics gleaned from the studies cited in this report, there could be: 

· 28,600 veterans in King County with a mental health disorder (20 percent of the total)

· 35,750 veterans in King County with a substance abuse disorder (25 percent) 

· 805 homeless veterans in King County (33 percent of the One Night Count total of 2,442)

And while veterans have utilized King County’s existing therapeutic courts, there has been no specific court or docket dedicated to the unique needs of veterans involved in the criminal justice system. 
Role of Veterans Courts: Veterans Treatment Courts seek to divert eligible veteran-defendants with substance dependency and/or mental illness who are charged with certain non-violent criminal offenses, to a specialized criminal court docket. The court substitutes a treatment problem solving model for traditional court processing. 
Veterans are identified through evidence based screening and assessments. The veterans voluntarily participate in a judicially supervised treatment plan that a team of court staff, veteran health care professionals, veteran peer mentors, alcohol and other drug health care professionals and mental health professionals develop with the veteran. 
At regular status hearings treatment plans and other conditions are periodically reviewed for appropriateness, incentives are offered to reward adherence to court conditions, and sanctions for non-adherence are handed down. Completion of their program is defined according to specific criteria. 
The VA’s Veterans Justice Outreach Initiative: The purpose of the Veteran Justice Outreach Initiative (VJO) initiative is to avoid the unnecessary criminalization of mental illness and extended incarceration among Veterans by ensuring that eligible justice-involved Veterans have timely access to VHA mental health and substance abuse services when clinically indicated, and other VA services and benefits as appropriate. King County works closely with the VA of Puget Sound on veterans matters.
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