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Oversight: Problem Solving Community Courts

I. INTRODUCTION: 
On September 30, 2022, the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Kamillah Hanks, will hold an oversight hearing, regarding: Community Problem Solving Courts. Those invited to testify include representatives of the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice (“MOCJ”), the City’s District Attorneys, the courts; criminal justice advocates, and members of the public. 
II. BACKGROUND:
	The problem-solving justice model emphasizes the role of criminal courts in facilitating an interdisciplinary effort to address the underlying causes of a defendant’s criminal conduct; an approach that differs from traditional criminal courtrooms that are largely geared toward efficiently adjudicating criminal cases and imposing conventional punishment, where appropriate, such as incarceration or probationary sentencing.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Ctr. For Ct. Innovation, A Decade of Change: The First 10 Years of the Center for Court Innovation 5 (2006), available at http://www.courtinnovation.org/_uploads/documents/10th_Anniversary1.pdf ] 

Specialized problem-solving courts, utilize this approach to provide non-traditional court processing and services to specific populations or types of offenders—such as drug users, veterans or individuals with severe mental illness—to establish individualized plans and court monitoring that address the specific needs of participating defendants, in an effort to reduce recidivism and promote positive social outcomes.[footnoteRef:3] These court-mandated services can include drug and mental health treatment and medication management, on-site job skills training and placement, homeless outreach, and community mediation.  [3:  Ibid. ] 

Community courts are often located in underserved neighborhoods—geographically distant from centralized courthouses—and provide a combination of conventional criminal adjudication with alternative sanctions, in an effort to provide a neighborhood-focused approach to address localized issues and break cycles of criminal conduct.[footnoteRef:4] These courts are a collaboration between local residents, criminal justice agencies, businesses, civic organizations, government entities and social service providers, and combine treatment, community responsibility, accountability and support both alleged offenders and victims. [footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Overview Problem-Solving Courts New York State Unified Court System. NYCOURTS.GOV. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from http://ww2.nycourts.gov/COURTS/problem_solving/index.shtml]  [5:  Ibid] 

Community courts by their nature respond to very local issues and therefore operate differently based on the communities they serve; for example, courts in residential neighborhoods are more likely to address housing issues and young offenders as well as low-level criminal offenses, whereas those in business districts might prioritize issues such as homelessness and disorderly conduct.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Lee, E., Community Courts An Evolving Model. Center for Court Innovation. NCJ 183452. (October 2000). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/bja/183452.pdf] 

New York City has been at the forefront of alternative court processing and maintains a strong network of problem-solving and community courts to address the needs of individuals throughout the City. The Center for Court Innovation (“CCI”), an independent not-for-profit created by the NYS Unified Court System (“UCS”) and the Fund for New York, works with community, government, and other not-for-profit stakeholders to create and operate programs that aim to reduce the use of incarceration, increase equity, and strengthen neighborhoods by increasing safety and economic opportunity.[footnoteRef:7] CCI also conducts their own research and shares data from programming and research. Such programs include community based violence prevention projects, alternatives to incarceration (ATI), reentry initiatives, and court based programs serving thousands of individuals per year.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Statement of core values. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/core-values ]  [8:  Statement of core values. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/core-values ] 

III. PROBLEM SOLVING COURTS:
The NYS Unified Court System began to establish problem-solving courts more than two decades ago to help judges and court staff to better serve the needs of defendants and the community.[footnoteRef:9]  Problem-solving courts differ from traditional courts in that they focus on one type of offense or type of person committing the crime.[footnoteRef:10] An interdisciplinary team, most commonly led by a judge, works collaboratively to achieve two goals: case management to expedite case processing and reduce caseload; and therapeutic jurisprudence to reduce criminal offending.[footnoteRef:11] Problem-solving courts including but are not limited to: [9:  Overview Problem-Solving Courts New York State Unified Court System. NYCOURTS.GOV. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from http://ww2.nycourts.gov/COURTS/problem_solving/index.shtml ]  [10:  “Problem-Solving Courts.” National Institute of Justice, https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/problem-solving-courts. ]  [11:  Ibid.] 

Drug Treatment Court
Drug courts seek to break the cycle of substance use disorders, criminal conduct and repeat-incarceration by combining drug treatment with on-going judicial supervision offering defendants the opportunity to earn dismissal of their charges, or plea bargains to lesser charges, on the condition that defendant successfully participates in drug treatment and satisfies other program requirements. Those who fail to comply with mandated treatment or services are subject to potential criminal conviction and incarceration.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Sammon, Kathryn C., Journal of Civil Rights and Economic Development Therapeutic Jurisprudence: An Examination of Problem-Solving Justice in New York, Issue 3 Volume 23. (Fall 2008) Retrieved 2022 from https://scholarship.law.stjohns.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1048&context=jcred] 

	Brooklyn Treatment Court was New York City’s first drug court established in 1996; following demonstrated reductions in recidivism among participants, drug treatments have expanded all five boroughs. [footnoteRef:13] [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Sally Friedman and Kate Wagner-Goldstein, Friedman, S., Wagner-Goldstein, K., Schachar, A., Schachar, A., Arnold, A., & Benally, P. (n.d.). Brooklyn Treatment Court. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brooklyn-treatment-court ]  [14:  Overview Problem-Solving Courts New York State Unified Court System. NYCOURTS.GOV. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from http://ww2.nycourts.gov/COURTS/problem_solving/index.shtml ] 

Mental Health Court
Mental health courts provide judges with the tools to make informed decisions about cases that involve individuals with severe mental illness by equipping courts with the resources required to perform meaningful assessments, identify suitable treatment options, monitor compliance with established treatment plans, and make referrals to mental health providers.[footnoteRef:15] Participants are required to return to court regularly to meet with case managers and appear before the judge to report on progress in treatment.[footnoteRef:16]  Mental health courts exist in all five boroughs.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Sammon, Kathryn C., Journal of Civil Rights and Economic Development Therapeutic Jurisprudence: An Examination of Problem-Solving Justice in New York, Issue 3 Volume 23. (Fall 2008) Retrieved 2022 from https://scholarship.law.stjohns.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1048&context=jcred]  [16:  Brooklyn Mental Health Court. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brooklyn-mental-health-court/more-info ]  [17:  Overview Problem-Solving Courts New York State Unified Court System. NYCOURTS.GOV. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from http://ww2.nycourts.gov/COURTS/problem_solving/index.shtml ] 

Domestic Violence Court
New York’s domestic violence courts aim to enhance victim safety and hold offenders accountable for their actions by facilitating access to needed services, ensuring intensive judicial monitoring and encouraging restorative and rehabilitative measures through coordination between the court, community and service providers. Domestic violence courts aim to promote greater victim safety and make it easier to connect defendants to services and monitor compliance with court orders.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Abbasi, N., & Abbasi, N. (n.d.). Domestic Violence Court. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/domestic-violence-court ] 

Youth Court
	Youth courts handle cases involving young people, aged 10-to-18-years-old, who have been arrested for low-level offenses such as vandalism, fare evasion, assault and truancy. Teen volunteers lead hearings or restorative circles, assign sanctions, and provide mentoring to youthful offenders. [footnoteRef:19] CCI launched one of the first youth courts in New York in Red Hook, Brooklyn in 1998.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Youth Court. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/youth-court/more-info ]  [20:  Id. ] 



Young Adult Court
Young adult courts typically handle cases of defendants aged 18-to-24-years-old and aim to provide these individuals with mandated and voluntary social services; including meaningful early diversion, pretrial supervised release and post-conviction sentencing options.[footnoteRef:21] These courts are staffed by judges, prosecutors and attorneys who have received specialized training on the unique needs of young adults.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Tia Pooler and Kimberly Dalve, Pooler, T., Dalve, K., & Pooler, T. (n.d.). Brooklyn Young Adult Court. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brooklyn-young-adult-court ]  [22:  Brooklyn Young Adult Court. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brooklyn-young-adult-court/more-info] 

Civil Alternatives	
	Civil Alternatives was the Center for Court Innovation’s programmatic response to offer New Yorkers issued a civil summons the option to perform community service instead of paying a fine. The project was established in partnership with the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice (MOCJ) and the Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings (OATH).[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Civil alternatives. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/civil-alternatives ] 

IV. COMMUNITY COURTS AND COMMUNITY JUSTICE CENTERS:
Community Courts are neighborhood-focused court programs that combine the power of the community and the justice system to address local problems.[footnoteRef:24] Although many community courts focus on one neighborhood, several jurisdictions have created courts that serve a wider territory, sometimes even an entire city or county.[footnoteRef:25] They connect persons committing less serious crimes, often misdemeanor cases, to judicially supervised drug treatment, alternative sanctions and other community-based services.[footnoteRef:26]  Similarly, community justice centers exist to provide many similar centralized services to justice involved individuals, and the general public, without a co-located courtroom.   [24:  “Community Courts Program: Overview.” Bureau of Justice Assistance, https://bja.ojp.gov/program/community-courts-program/overview. ]  [25:  Lang, J., What is a Community Court? Bureau of Justice Assistance U.S. Department of Justice. (2011). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/sites/default/files/documents/What%20is%20a%20Community%20Court.pdf]  [26:  “Community Courts Program: Overview.” Bureau of Justice Assistance, https://bja.ojp.gov/program/community-courts-program/overview.] 

Midtown Community Court
	Established in 1993, the Midtown Community Court was the first community court in the nation addressing quality of life and low-level offenses such as panhandling and fare evasion around Times Square. The court has sought sentences that are restorative to victims, defendants and the community. Onsite social services are open to everyone including court participants and members of the community. [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Midtown Community Court. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/midtown-community-court.  ] 

Red Hook Community Justice Center
Red Hook Community Justice Center was the nation’s first multi-jurisdictional community court in which a single judge hears cases that under ordinary circumstances would go to housing, family, or criminal courts.[footnoteRef:28] The court utilizes a restorative approach to justice that combines the use of sanctions and service to address the needs of defendants and the community at large; and programming includes: peacemaking, community services and a youth court. [footnoteRef:29] Additionally, the housing resource center provides support to residents with cases in housing court.[footnoteRef:30]  The Red Hook Justice Center was evaluated to demonstrate reducing the use of incarceration and lowering recidivism among misdemeanor offenders.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  Lee, C. G., Lee, C. G., II, F. L. C., Rottman, D., Swaner, R., Lambson, S. H., Rempel, M., Curtis, R., Star-Review, T. R. H., & Times, T. N. Y. (2022, June 25). Red Hook Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/red-hook-community-justice-center ]  [29:  Red Hook Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/red-hook-community-justice-center/more-info ]  [30:  Id. ]  [31:  Lee, C. G. (2013). In A community court grows in Brooklyn: A comprehensive evaluation of the Red Hook Community Justice Center: Final Report (pp. 9–10). essay, National Center for State Courts. ] 

Harlem Community Justice Center
Harlem Community Justice Center aims to build strong and healthy communities in East, Central and West Harlem through locally-offered programs and services focused on stable housing, neighborhood safety, re-entry services, building relationships and addressing trauma, and engaging the next generation through youth programming.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Jaureguilorda, I., Jaureguilorda, I., Laurel, F., Lopez, R., & Rotter, M. (n.d.). Harlem Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/harlem-community-justice-center ] 

Bronx Community Justice Center
The Bronx Community Justice Center supports the South Bronx community by focusing on community safety, restorative practices, and youth and economic development.[footnoteRef:33] The court also works toward healing and redefining possibilities for young people through a range of opportunities, including leadership development and entrepreneurship.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Bronx Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/bronx-community-justice-center ]  [34:  Center for Community justice. Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from https://www.ympj.org/about/centers/center-for-community-justice/] 

Queens Community Justice Center
The Queens Community Justice Center (formerly the Queens Youth Justice Center) works with people both in and outside the justice system, providing a range of supportive services and opportunities for civic engagement for people of all ages.[footnoteRef:35] Queens Community Center has a holistic approach for justice-involved clients seeking to prevent the negative consequences that often accompany contact with the criminal legal system while addressing clients’ needs to prevent future system involvement.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Harkins, W., Harkins, W., Swaner, R., Swaner, R., Zlochevsky, D., & Boswell, S. (n.d.). Queens Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/queens-community-justice-center ]  [36:  Ibida.] 

Staten Island Justice Center
The Staten Island Justice Center provides an array of programs for both youth and adults impacted by the justice system. Such programs include individual counseling, psychoeducational group programming, youth leadership, mentorship programming, and workforce development training for opportunity youth.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Magazine, L. A. (2021, May 11). Staten Island Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/staten-island-justice-center ] 

Brownsville Community Justice Center
Brownsville Community Justice Center is a multi-faceted initiative that seeks to prevent crime by investing in local youth and improving the physical landscape of the neighborhood through alternatives to incarceration, probation, youth development, learning labs, community services and reimagining public spaces.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Harkins, W., Harkins, W., Trace, T., & Wnyc. (2022, June 23). Brownsville Community Justice Center. Center for Court Innovation. Retrieved 2022, from https://www.courtinnovation.org/programs/brownsville-community-justice-center ] 

V. CONCLUSION:
The Committee seeks to examine the successes and limitations of community and problem-solving courts as alternate approaches to criminal adjudication. The Committee plans to evaluate concerns and criticisms regarding the efficacy of problem-solving courts, and explore needed changes to improve court functioning and case outcomes. Finally, the Committee hopes to assess the potential for expanding these courts by growing capacity in  existing locations or opening new facilities in underserved communities.
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