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SUBJECT

A briefing on King County District Court’s (KCDC) implementation of community court pilots.

SUMMARY

Community courts are a type of “problem-solving court” that seek to address crime, public safety, and quality of life problems at the neighborhood level. Unlike other problem-solving courts, such as drug, mental health, or domestic violence courts, community courts do not specialize in one particular problem. Rather, the goal of community courts is to address the multiple problems and needs that contribute to social disorganization in one or more target neighborhoods.

In response to KCDC’s proposal to pilot a community court in King County, the King County Council passed an expenditure restriction in the 2017/2018 budget requiring a plan to implement a community court with at least two locations in King County.

Today’s briefing by the Presiding Judge of KCDC will provide the Law and Justice Committee with an update of KCDC’s plans to implement community court pilots in King County, including a timeline of the steps underway towards implementation.

BACKGROUND 

Community courts promote the use of community service and social service sentences in an effort to have the offender to pay back the community and get help to keep from re-offending. By promoting these alternative sentences, community courts seek to decrease both jail time and “walks”—sentences such as a fine or “time served” in which offenders receive no ongoing sanction despite pleading guilty to criminal conduct.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Henry, K., D. Kralstein (2011) Community Courts: The Research Literature A Review of Findings. New York, NY: Center for Court Innovation] 


Community courts are a type of “problem-solving court” that seek to address crime, public safety, and quality of life problems at the neighborhood level. Unlike other problem-solving courts, such as drug, mental health, or domestic violence courts, community courts do not specialize in one particular problem. Rather, the goal of community courts is to address the multiple problems and needs that contribute to social disorganization in one or more target neighborhoods. For this reason, community courts vary widely in response to varying local needs, conditions, and priorities; but most community courts share several key features:

Individualized Justice. Community courts base judicial decision-making on access to a wide range of information about defendants.

Expanded Sentencing Options. Community courts have available an enhanced range of community and social service diversion and sentencing options, some of which are co-located at the court and some of which involve referrals to community-based providers; conversely, community courts seek a corresponding reduction in conventional sentences such as jail, fines, and time served.

Varying Mandate Length. Community courts develop a multi-track system, in which a (typically small) proportion of defendants receives medium- or long-term judicially supervised treatment for drug addiction, mental illness, or other problems, while the majority of defendants receive short-term social or community service sanctions, typically five days or less in length.

Offender Accountability. Community courts emphasize immediacy in the commencement of community or social service mandates and strict enforcement of these mandates through the imposition of further sanctions in response to noncompliance.

Community Engagement. Community courts establish a dialogue with community institutions and residents, including obtaining community input in identifying target problems and developing programs.

Community Impacts. Community courts seek community-level outcomes, such as reductions in neighborhood crime or repairing conditions of disorder through community service.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Lee, C.G., F. Cheesman, D. Rottman, R. Swaner, S. Lambson, M. Rempel & R. Curtis (2013) A Community Court Grows in Brooklyn: A Comprehensive Evaluation of the Red Hook Community Justice Center. Williamsburg VA: National Center for State Courts.] 


The first community court was established in 1993 in the Midtown Manhattan neighborhood of New York City. Nearly two decades later, at least 70 community courts are in operation around the world.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Lee, C.G., F. Cheesman, D. Rottman, R. Swaner, S. Lambson, M. Rempel & R. Curtis (2013) A Community Court Grows in Brooklyn: A Comprehensive Evaluation of the Red Hook Community Justice Center. Williamsburg VA: National Center for State Courts.] 


Analyses of Midtown’s first three years, from roughly 1994 to 1996, show that Midtown demonstrated a lower prevalence of jail and time-served sentences for all of the most common charges handled by the court. From 1994 through 1996, according to annual averages, Downtown handed out more jail sentences than did Midtown for all the most common offenses: petit larceny (50 percent vs. 19 percent); prostitution (20 percent vs. 10 percent); turnstile jumping (30 percent vs. 11 percent); unlicensed vending (5 percent vs. 2 percent); drugs (28 percent vs. 19 percent). From 1994 through 1996, according to annual averages, Downtown also handed out more time-served sentences than did Midtown for all the most common offenses: petit larceny (12 percent vs. 1 percent); prostitution (40 percent vs. 1 percent); turnstile jumping (35 percent vs. 4 percent); unlicensed vending (36 percent vs. 6 percent); and drugs (19 percent vs. 2 percent). [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Henry, K., D. Kralstein (2011) Community Courts: The Research Literature A Review of Findings. New York, NY: Center for Court Innovation] 


King County District Court’s Community Court Pilot Program

In September 2016, King County District Court briefed the Law and Justice Committee on its proposal for a pilot Community Court Program in order to guide councilmember discussions in the 2017/2018 biennial budget process. The Council then included the following expenditure restriction in section 74 of the 2017/2018 budget (Ordinance 18409):

ER1 EXPENDITURE RESTRICTION:
Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall be expended or encumbered solely to develop a plan to implement a community court, as recommended by the proposed Mental Illness and Drug Dependency Service Improvement Plan dated October 12, 2016, with operations in at least two locations in King County.

Attachment 1 shows the action plan KCDC intends to follow in order to implement the community court pilots. KCDC is currently conducting a needs assessment to determine areas of King County with demographics that would potentially benefit from a community court approach, and conducting outreach with cities that are potentially interested in housing community courts. KCDC representatives, accompanied by representatives from interested cities and other county criminal justice agencies, are touring a community court located in Spokane, Washington to better understand community court operations and typical case calendars. KCDC has also engaged the Center for Court Innovation in New York as a consultant. KCDC is aiming to have the two community court pilots in place in 2018.

ATTACHMENTS

1. KCDC Community Court Project Action Plan
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