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A TALE OF THREE CITIES: DRUGS, COURTS, AND
COMMUNITY JUSTICE

Inspired by drug courts, one of the most successful criminal justice innovations of the last quarter-century, the
three innovative programs profiled below—one in Brooklyn, one in the Bronx, and the other in California—are
all tackling the problem of drug addiction. Yet these courts have some important differences from drug court.
This monograph highlights how new and innovative community courts are building on the drug court model,
expanding the reach of problem-solving principles beyond specialized courtrooms and making a significant
contribution to the fight against substance abuse.
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“Jessica, can you give us an update on Henry1?” Adler asks. Jessica Kay, a case manager at the Justice Center,
tells the group—which includes prosecutors, defense attorneys, clinical staff, and presiding Judge Alex
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feuCalabrese—about the young man’s progress since he was mandated to complete a drug treatment program six
giat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit
months ago. “I’m very proud of Henry,” Kay says, as she explains that after many years of spotty school attenaugue duis dolore te feugait nulla facilisi. Nam liber tempor cum soluta nobis eleifend option congue nihil
dance, he is regularly attending classes and is on track to graduate with a high school diploma. “Can you say
imperdiet doming id quod mazim placerat facer possim assum.
that in court—he could really use the encouragement,” asks Judge Calabrese, and Kay nods her head in agreeLorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut
ment. Henry’s case is due in court that afternoon, and Kay makes a note to stop by the courtroom when the case
laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tation ullamcoris called.
per suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in
Not all of the updates are as positive as Henry’s however, and the group debates how to respond to several
vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et
individuals who have either tested positive for drugs (the Justice Center has an on-site drug testing facility) or
iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis dolore te feugait nulla facilisi. Lorem
skipped out on a program they’re mandated to attend. In one instance, the group recommends sending a participsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet dolore
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ipant to another treatment program as a last ditch effort before imposing a jail sanction; in another, they advise
increasing a drug testing requirement from once a month to once a week for someone at risk of relapsing.
For the prosecutors, defense attorneys, and social work staff assigned to the Justice Center (as well as Judge
Calabrese), the “list” meeting, convened every Thursday morning, is their primary means for sharing information about the roughly 120 individuals mandated to long-term treatment at any one time in Red Hook. The list
meeting allows for an unusually detailed discussion of the problems presented by individual cases, and over
time, the staff members at Red Hook get to know individual defendants very well, troubleshooting problems and
finding creative solutions. In fact, after an hour, Adler and the group manage to get through detailed updates on
about 40 individuals who are due to report to court that week.
In supervising individuals mandated to long-term interventions—whether drug treatment, mental health
counseling, or something else—the Red Hook Community Justice Center operates much like a drug court. As
the example of the list meeting shows, Red Hook utilizes ongoing judicial monitoring, information-sharing, frequent drug testing, and a combination of sanctions and incentives—all key principles of drug courts—to motivate behavior change. This is also true in the courtroom, where Judge Calabrese uses a mix of short-term sanctions and incentives to encourage compliance, such as a few days of jail for an offender who continually tests
positive for illegal drugs, or a round of applause for someone who has successfully completed their mandate and
turned their life around. Red Hook’s award-winning architectural design also plays a role: unlike traditional
courtrooms, where the judge looks down at defendants from a raised bench, at Red Hook the bench is at eye
level, which allows for more interaction and engagement between the judge and program participants.
But Red Hook differs from the drug court model is some crucial ways. It has a broader caseload (many of the
offenders at Red Hook are not drug-addicted) and its community location allows it to get involved in a range of
crime prevention activities that are beyond the scope of the typical drug court.

DRUG COURTS... AND BEYOND

Red Hook provides a good example of a relatively recent development in the problem-solving court movement:
the blurring of the lines that have often divided problem-solving courts in the past.
Since the first drug court was launched in Dade County, Florida, in 1989, at the height of the crack-cocaine
epidemic in Miami, drug courts have received enormous public attention and acclaim. This is for good reason:
drug courts are viewed by many scholars as one of the most successful criminal justice innovations in the last 25
years, and have attracted bipartisan support from Congress and state governments. For example, in a speech to
the American Bar Association, Attorney General Eric Holder praised drug courts as a “promising solution to the
devastating effect of drugs on American communities.”2
The success of drug courts has spawned other forms of judicial innovation. The first community court in the
U.S. was the Midtown Community Court, launched in 1993 in New York City. Over 40 community courts,
inspired by the Midtown model, are currently in operation or planning around the U.S.3
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Community courts are neighborhood-focused courts that attempt to harness the power of the justice system
to address local problems, including drug possession, shoplifting, vandalism, and assault. Like drug courts,
community courts link addicted defendants to judicially-monitored drug treatment. But they typically handle a
broader caseload (for example, all misdemeanors in a given neighborhood), and make use of a broader array of
sanctions (such as community impact panels). Community courts strive to create new relationships with outside
stakeholders such as residents, merchants, churches, and schools. And they test new and aggressive approaches
to public safety rather than merely responding to crime after it has occurred—for example, by organizing local
residents and community groups to restore local parks and address illegal dumping.
There is some evidence to suggest that community courts can achieve significant results with drug-addicted
defendants: in one research study conducted at the Midtown Community Court, re-arrest rates dropped by 50
percent among individuals who completed more than 90 days of court-ordered drug treatment.4 And community courts have achieved several other notable results, including reductions in crime, improved public trust in government, and positive perceptions of fairness among litigants.5

FILLING GAPS IN SERVICES

In many respects, community courts not only build on the foundation put in place by drug courts but provide
complementary services. Community courts can work with a wide variety of defendants, helping to fill critical
gaps unserved by drug courts. For example, some drug courts only take cases that originate with a drug-related
arrest, even though drug addiction may be driving an offender’s behavior in other types of cases like shoplifting
or prostitution.
The Orange County Community Court provides a good example of how a community court can complement
local drug courts. A unique experiment, the community court brings under one roof a number of specialized
court dockets that would typically be scattered over several courtrooms. This includes an adult drug court, a
mental health court, a driving-under-the-influence court, a veterans court, a domestic violence court, and a
homeless court. The Community Court is housed in a renovated former department store located less than a
mile from Orange County’s centralized courthouse. Each docket meets on different days of the week; for the
homeless court, presiding Judge Wendy Lindley makes regular trips to local homeless shelters to hear low-level
misdemeanor cases involving outstanding warrants.
The community court enrolls participants through mandates (largely through referrals from other judges and
attorneys) or on a walk-in basis. The drug court and mental health court have an active caseload of about 200
participants and the homeless court close to 400, according to Judge Lindley. In addition, the community court
seeks to link individuals to services pre-arrest, either on a walk-in basis or via a referral from a police officer.6
The community court opened in August 2008 (though many of the specialized court dockets were already in
existence). Judge Lindley, who first took the bench in January 1994, was a natural choice for the project, having
presided over the Santa Ana Drug Court and an earlier version of the homeless court.
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Judge Lindley’s judicial career provides an interesting case study of the evolution of problem-solving justice.
When she first became a judge in 1994, she found herself frustrated by the toll drug addiction was taking on
defendants, along with the seeming lack of tools available to her to address the problem. “From my first week
on the bench, I’ve asked myself, ‘Why should I be in a system that’s failing?’” she recalled.7
Her first attempt at problem solving, however, proved to be less than successful. She started a compliance
docket on her own initiative, for low-level drug and driving-under-the-influence cases. “It didn’t work,” she
admits freely. “At the time, I hadn’t learned the secret that you have to drug test! [Participants in the court] were
picking up new cases even though they were smiling at me and saying they were sober.”
The emerging drug court model, with its “tough love” mix of drug testing, strict judicial monitoring, and
links to drug treatment, provided a more effective framework for Judge Lindley’s reform instincts. Over time,
Judge Lindley has sought to apply aspects of the model to a wide variety of cases.
Typical of her approach to reform is the veterans court, which she started in November 2008 after an Iraq
war veteran she had seen in court a few weeks earlier died of a drug overdose.8 Based on the model of the
Buffalo Veterans Court (the first such court, established in January 2008), Judge Lindley’s court seeks to link
returning veterans suffering from problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injury, or
other mental health conditions to long-term treatment. The court works closely with the Department of Veterans
Affairs, which has assigned a full-time case manager to the project.
In addition to the Veterans Court, Lindley also operates an innovative Outreach Court, designed to address
the unique issues posed by individuals who are homeless. The program is designed to clear up arrest warrants
issued for homeless people who are unable to pay fines accrued when they are cited for low-level offenses like
sleeping outside or urinating in public. The idea is to reduce both inefficient and costly short-term jail sentences
(if enforced, warrants often result in a few days jail and a mountain of paperwork for the courts), while removing
barriers to self-sufficiency (an arrest warrant can prevent an individual from obtaining a driver’s license or job).
In the Outreach Court, Judge Lindley sentences individuals to drug rehabilitation or parenting classes as an alternative to a fine. In addition, Judge Lindley conducts Outreach Court in homeless shelters, where residents are
encouraged to bring warrants to the court’s attention.9

EXPANDING REACH

As the Orange County Community Court shows, community courts can address a wide variety of cases beyond
drug-related arrests.
Another advantage of community courts is that they can work with both less serious and more serious defendants than do drug courts. Federal support—the largest source of funding for U.S. drug courts—may not be
used to serve a minor offender with a violent criminal history (no matter how long ago the offense occurred) in
drug court. Also, drug courts often struggle to enroll low-level, quality-of-life offenders (many of whom need
drug treatment) because many defendants would rather opt for a short-term jail sentence over a lengthy, judicially-monitored drug treatment mandate.
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With greater flexibility in terms of caseload and sentence lengths, community courts like The Red Hook
Community Justice Center have had some success in avoiding these pitfalls. For example, Judge Calabrese has
the option of mandating a drug-addicted offender with a history of violence who has committed a minor offense
to drug treatment. “There are a number of people (under the court’s supervision) who wouldn’t be eligible for
drug court given their criminal history,” Calabrese says.10
At the same time, Judge Calabrese has been successful in enrolling low-level, drug addicted offenders into
long-term treatment. This is in part a testament to the level of trust possessed by the key players at the Justice
Center, developed through such regular forums as the weekly list meeting. As a result, defense attorneys in Red
Hook are more open to considering drug treatment as an option for their clients. “My clients get opportunities
to turn their life around that the regular court system rarely offers,” says Brett Taylor, who practiced as a defense
attorney in Red Hook for five years.11
One final advantage of the community court approach is its focus on resolving local problems like drug addiction before they become court cases. The Red Hook Community Justice Center (along with many other community courts, including Orange County) invests in a variety of programs that seek to give local residents the tools
they need to avoid drug addiction. On-site social services (e.g., GED classes, educational workshops) are available to local residents on a walk-in basis. The Justice Center also operated two innovative public health programs involving young people. For example, TEACH (“Teens Educating About Community Health”) trained
local youth to hold workshops on community health issues, like sexually transmitted diseases, and Youth Echo
enlisted local teen leaders in marketing anti-crime messages to their peers (including producing a documentary
film and a special cellphone ring tone).
In addition, the Justice Center offers a wide variety of prevention programs. In 1995, the Justice Center created the Red Hook Public Safety Corps, an AmeriCorps service program in which 50 local residents perform community service projects (e.g., painting over graffiti, cleaning local parks, tutoring students who need extra help)
in exchange for a small living stipend and educational award. And The Red Hook Community Justice Center
operates an array of positive youth development programs, including a youth court, which trains local teenagers
to serve as judges and attorneys handling real-life cases involving their peers, a thriving youth baseball league
now in its 12th year, and a summer youth photography project in which local students are given technical training and the opportunity to display their photographs in the Justice Center itself. Finally, the Justice Center
helped created a neighborhood organization, Friends of Coffey Park, that transformed Red Hook’s central park
from a drug hot spot to a public space enjoyed by all local residents.
Red Hook’s two-fisted approach—prevention and problem-solving—has had an impact on the streets and in
the minds of local residents. The local precinct is now the safest in Brooklyn. And in a recent door-to-door survey of more than 600 local residents, 94 percent said they approved of the community court in their neighborhood.12
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GOING TO SCALE

Despite the profusion of drug courts (there are now more than 2,000 drug courts in operation around the country),13 the reality is that they only reach a small proportion of the drug-addicted offenders in the United States.
According to an Urban Institute report released in 2008, only about 55,000 arrestees—out of a total of 1.5 million with a drug addiction or dependency problem—currently receive court-monitored drug treatment.14
Making court-monitored drug treatment available to all those who are in a position to benefit from it will
require more than building additional specialized courts. It will require bringing some of the core principles of
problem-solving justice into the mainstream of court operations across the country.
Bronx Community Solutions provides a good example of what this approach might look like. Launched in
January 2005, Bronx Community Solutions is an initiative that seeks to apply lessons from New York’s community courts to a busy centralized courthouse. The goal of the project is to provide judges with increased sentencing options for non-violent offenses such as drug possession, prostitution, and shoplifting. Instead of working
in a single neighborhood with just one judge, Bronx Community Solutions attempts to provide the four dozen
judges that handle misdemeanor criminal cases in a borough of 1.4 million people with the same kind of sentencing options available at the Red Hook Community Justice Center or the Orange County Community Court.
“We are looking for options,” said Bronx County Criminal Division Judge Raymond L. Bruce. “Bronx
Community Solutions offers us a wealth of opportunities” to link defendants to needed social services.15
Early results are encouraging: Bronx Community Solutions provides community service and social service
sentences (including inpatient and outpatient drug treatment) to over 12,000 misdemeanor offenders annually.
The project has already changed sentencing practice in the Bronx—judges are using costly and ineffective shortterm jail sentences less and community sanctions (restitution and social services) more. According to one internal analysis, Bronx Community Solutions has cut the use of jail at arraignments by nearly half while more than
doubling the use of community-based sentences since the project began operations.16
“We think these results are good for the courts, good for defendants, and good for the Bronx,” said Bronx
Community Solutions Director Maria Almonte-Weston.17
In addition, Bronx Community Solutions has introduced new sentencing options for judges seeking to
address the problem of addiction among low-level misdemeanor offenders, including regular on-site treatment
readiness classes. These classes are designed to introduce sentenced offenders to the concept of drug treatment,
as well as offer immediate referrals to qualified programs to anyone who is interested. At the same time, social
workers at Bronx Community Solutions work with judges to get severely addicted offenders into detoxification
and rehabilitation services immediately, resolving conflicts (like a lack of photo identification or health insurance) that can otherwise delay access to treatment. The challenge for Bronx Community Solutions is engaging
low-level offenders in long-term voluntary services: with little legal leverage (cases typically given a Bronx
Community Solutions mandate are subject to 30 days or less of jail), it can be challenging to motivate offenders
to seek treatment after the completion of their court mandate.
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The good news for advocates of a problem-solving approach is there appears to be broad support among
judges for applying the model developed in the Bronx in other traditional courtrooms. For example, a nationwide survey of more than 1,000 trial court judges found that roughly three-quarters supported using problemsolving methods (such as ongoing judicial monitoring or following the recommendations of treatment agency
staff members).18
To be sure, there are several obstacles to widespread adoption of problem-solving approaches, including a lack
of resources and a need for more judicial education and training.19 However, Bronx Community Solutions has
successfully addressed many of these obstacles. The project is cost-efficient, driven in large part by the high
caseload volumes of the Bronx (over 50,000 misdemeanors are arraigned there every year). Unlike some other
problem-solving courts, Bronx Community Solutions does not seek to interview defendants before they are seen
by a judge, because to do so would interrupt the normal flow of cases. Instead, project staff members, working
hand-in-hand with judges, prosecutors, and defense attorneys, identify appropriate candidates for the program
through a brief analysis of the defendant’s criminal history and rap sheet. If offenders, after pleading guilty at
arraignment, opt to participate in Bronx Community Solutions, they must report immediately to the intake office
where staff conduct a thorough psychosocial assessment and use the results to determine the particulars of the
mandate (such as whether to assign an offender to a drug treatment or job training class). Bronx Community
Solutions also benefits from its ability to reach the more than 40 judges working in the courthouse: over time,
more and more judges have become familiar with the program, which has translated into greater support for the
concept of problem-solving justice. Through the distribution of a judges’ manual, lunchtime presentations for
new judges, and quarterly meetings presided over by the chief administrative judge, Bronx Community
Solutions has been able to introduce new initiatives, sentencing packages, and enhanced protocols, and solicit
new ideas from all the judges working in the courthouse.

CONCLUSION

Community courts owe a great debt to drug courts, which have provided model practices, political support, and
an example of criminal justice innovation that works.
Drug courts—and state court administrators—should consider looking more closely at community courts to
learn lessons about engaging the community, investing in prevention, working with non-traditional offenders,
and moving beyond specialized courtrooms into more traditional settings.
Community courts can be another means of effectively connecting low-level drug offenders to social services.
Community courts also present the opportunity to go to scale with an intervention that can reach a large segment of the drug abusing population while allowing communities to tailor their responses to the specific needs
of their localities.
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