JUSTICE OF THE
PEACE COURT

Fiscal Year 2013 represented an-
other extremely busy year for the
Justice of the Peace Court. While
total statewide filings of 479,835
were a little higher than the previ-
ous year, they continued to be
lower than the all-time high experi-
enced in FY 08, which was
524,375. That statistic represents
every criminal charge and civil case
that the Justice of the Peace Court
handled, and is almost three times
as many as the combined filings of
all the other courts in the state.
Whether it was transferred to an-
other court for further proceedings
or eventually resolved in this court,
each of those cases represents
judicial work that has to be done —
from an initial bail hearing to a full
trial — and all of the administrative processing necessary
to keep the cases moving along.

Because of the volume of our casework, the Justice of the
Peace Court has traditionally not only relied upon its out-
standing judicial officers and staff to work hard, but we
have continually embraced technologies and practices
that allow for the most efficient and effective handling of
our matters while ensuring just and equitable considera-
tion of each and every matter brought before the court.
Here are just a few ways that we have sought to modify
our practices to meet demand over the years: establish-
ment of a Voluntary Assessment Center for mail-in traffic
tickets; early implementation of both civil and criminal
automated case processing systems; consolidation of
court facilities; and development of a police prosecution
process that provides for earlier disposal of challenged
traffic violations.

These and countless other similar efforts, large and small,
have contributed to our success in always being able to
handle the caseload demands placed upon us. However,
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programs and initiatives to improve
are only as good as the human ele-
ments of attitude and aptitude that
underlie them. A willingness to be
flexible, seek out opportunities and
embrace the change that comes with
them has been a hallmark of this
organization. Our judicial, clerical,
administrative and uniformed staffs
all adapt like no other, and our abil-
ity to handle cases shows that.

Though efficiency and justice have
been our watchwords for decades
and will continue to be necessary to
our success, a new initiative that the
Justice of the Peace Court has em-
barked upon tends to turn the focus
in a new direction. In conjunction
with the proposed consolidation of
Justice of the Peace Courts #10 and #20 in New Castle
County, the Court spent much of FY 13 developing plans
for the establishment of a Community Justice Center in
Wilmington.

The centerpiece of this Community Justice Center is a
“community court” that will take into account the commu-
nity needs in its manner of dispensing justice. This is a
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JUSTICE OF THE PEACE COURT CIVIL & CRIMINAL/TRAFFIC FILINGS & DISPOSITIONS
BY FISCAL YEAR¥*
400,000 "
o
300,000
- L
200,000 1"
- |
100,000 1"
o 1 =
2004 |2005** 2006 2007 2008 | 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
H Filings 265,456 | 290,095 | 292,095 | 317,436 | 318,293 307,925 291,838 305,499 | 303,310 | 305,424
Dispositions | 266,890 | 31,704 | 290,772 | 313,409 | 315,663 | 294,655 | 290,215 | 294,125 | 312,976 | 301,832
*Criminal filings & dispositions are by defendant.
**Criminal/Traffic dispositions are not available for FY 2005.

new concept for Delaware, though it has been successful
in many other places where it has been tried. Because
every community is different, every community court is
different as well, but below are some of the ways that we
hope this community court will change our approach to
criminal matters before us:

e Deliver new and creative responses to low level
offending that support individual needs while
improving accountability;

e Position the court to be a player in helping solving
neighborhood problems;

e Provide meaningful sanctions to defendants that
will break the cycle of crime;

e Establish a mechanism for communities to have a
role in court processes;

e Lessen any fear that the public currently has for
the court;

e Provide for visible justice with offenders making
meaningful contributions to the communities
where they offended;

e Provide equity for defendants with limited English
proficiency;

e Create opportunities for defendants to get assis-
tance for real life problems above and beyond
their court case; and

e Establish collaboration with service providers and
other Justice system partners.

The Community Justice Center will include a Resource
Center within the Court, to connect individuals with out-
side groups and stakeholders such as residents, mer-
chants, churches and schools that can provide assistance
to them in an effort to address the root causes of criminal
activity. The goal of this approach is to resolve court cas-
es with more meaningful outcomes for defendants and to
increase the community's confidence in the criminal jus-
tice system to reduce "quality of life" offenses. Research
has shown that community courts are effective in increas-
ing the feeling of safety within communities. Additionally,
community courts are proven to decrease quality-of-life
crimes and increase community engagement.

This is an exciting opportunity for the Court and we look
forward to moving forward with the planning and commu-
nity outreach that has taken place in the past fiscal year.
Even though it is a departure from our traditional focus on
efficiency, we believe that improved outcomes and mean-
ingful justice for both individual defendants and the com-
munity we serve are worth slowing things down a bit.
With a little luck and a lot of hard work, next year in this
space | will have the opportunity to detail the successes
of this new endeavor.
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JUSTICE OF THE PEACE COURT CRIMINAL & TRAFFIC CHARGES
BY COURT FY 2013
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