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ROSENBERG TEXAS MUNICIPAL COURT 
MANAGEMENT REVIEW 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Background 

In response to an RFP distributed by the city manager of the City of Rosenberg, 
Texas to conduct a management review of its municipal court, the National Center for 
State Courts, Court Services Division (“NCSC”) responded with a proposal to help the 
court ensure a high level of public service, delivered as efficiently as possible. The NCSC 
project team along with its consultant, Public Administration Service, identified several 
factors to be considered in developing a comprehensive, realistic plan for future operations 
of the Rosenberg municipal court, including: 

The appropriate placement of the court within the government 
structure of the City of Rosenberg; 

The adequacy of the court’s automated systems, court procedures, 
paper flow, and recordkeeping; 

Judicial and support staff needs; 

Improvement of fines and fees collections; and 

Reduction of case backlogs and the appropriate handling of 
WiUTantS. 

The Rosenberg municipal court is a trial court of limited jurisdiction, having 
jurisdiction over such matters as traffic misdemeanors, class C misdemeanors such as 
disorderly conduct, assault, theft under twenty dollars, etc., and violations of city 
ordinances, including plumbing code violations, fire safety, public health and sanitation. 
More than 8,000 cases are filed in the municipal court per year, with over 6,000 cases 
disposed of annually. The court is served by a part-time judge who is appointed by the 
city council, and by the clerk of court and two deputy clerks. 

The City of Rosenberg, located about 35 miles southwest of Houston, in Fort 
Bend County, has a population of approximately 20,000 people. The economic base of 
the area is supported mainly by agriculture and light industry. Rosenberg shares a border 
with Richmond, the county seat of Fort Bend County. The population of the city is 
approximately 50% Hispanic. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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B. Methodology 

The NCSC staff undertook to initially familiarize itself with the organization and 
legal basis of the municipal court through reference to the Texas Judicial System Annual 
Report, state statutes, and the Rosenberg City Charter. Through a series of extensive on- 
site interviews, and a review of data and information collected from telephone surveys 
with 12 other similar Texas municipal courts, NCSC staff feels that they obtained a true 
sense of the pace and nature of the court’s operations, staffing levels of clerks and judges, 
findfee collections, trial and prosecution practices, as well as an overall sense of how its 
operations compare to those of other similar size municipal courts. 

The NCSC staff met with the municipal court judge, the court administrative 
personnel, the city manager, and members of the city council, the mayor, the chief of 
police, police administrative lieutenant, police communicationdautomation supervisor, and 
the finance director, in an atmosphere of openness, cooperation, and candor throughout 
our site visit. This candor and openness clearly reflects the court’s willingness to engage 
in a meaningful self-appraisal and an acknowledgment that a detached, outside review of 
court operations may lead to improvements or innovations from which both the court and 
the community can benefit. 

NCSC staff also reviewed court automation and current court clerk work flow 
procedures to determine areas for improvement, as well as areas that are efficient and 
serve the court well. Filing procedures and record keeping policies were also analyzed to 
determine the best methods for record retention and storage, given the requirements of the 
municipal court. Finally, NCSC staff reviewed the court facilities, and current as well as 
anticipated automation to determine their respective capacity, to allow court personnel to 
perform their individual functions effectively. 

NCSC staff selected 12 Texas municipal courts for surveying, based primarily on 
similar number of cases filed annually, and secondarily population of the city. These 
courts were chosen from data compiled in the Texas Judicial System Annual Report dated 
December 1993. Questions in the survey were posed to determine whether the practices 
of the Rosenberg municipal court were similar to other municipal courts in Texas. Staff 
prepared a survey instrument which was completed by court staff in all 12 cities, and 
NCSC staff conducted follow-up telephone interviews to confirm and clarify information 
received in written form. A table listing the cities and topics surveyed is set forth in 
Appendix A. Results of the survey are discussed in connection with the topics surveyed. 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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II. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation No. 1 
The court should expend a small effort to sample the backlog of 
citations with unissued FTA warrants to determine the proportion of 
Rosenberg to non-Rosenberg addresses. Starting with the latest 
citations, the court should go back in time, month by month to obtain 
a residence profile of such citations. That would give the court a 
better grasp of whether it is worthwhile to issue warrants on the 
citations. Further, preparation of these old warrants should be given 
low priority. 

Recommendation No, 2 

The court should conduct a mail campaign to notify selected violators 
that warrants will be issued, advising them that they would benefit 
from settling the matter voluntarily, rather than suffer the 
consequences of having a warrant issued and being subject to arrest. 

Recommendation No. 3 
The court should adopt a policy of routine issuance of FTA warrants 
within 30 days of citation issuance if defendants do not appear. 

Pecommendab 'on No. 4 

The city should evaluate the cost and benefits of participating in the 
regional warrant system SETCIC (Southeast Texas Crime 
Information Center) to promote enforcement of the city's laws and the 
court's orders. 

Recommendation No. 5 

If the police department has sufficient need and resources to hire a 
warrant officer, it should do so to bring defendants to the court who 
have failed to appear after being cited for violations or who have 
broken a promise to appear a t  trial after having pled not guilty. 

Recommendation No. 6 
If the city council determines that the community perceives the clerk of 
court's office subject to a conflict of interest while under the supervision of 
the police department., supervision should be shifted to the city manager's 
office. Until such time as the city council funds a position in the city 
manager's office to enable an adequate level of supervision of the municipal 
clerk's office, supervision should continue by the police department. 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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Recommendation No. 7 

The clerk of the court should serve in the capacity of administrative head of 
the m d c i p a l  court, exercise supervisory responsibility over other staff in the 
office, and receive periodic training in basic supervision and management 
skills. 

Jtecommendabon No. 8 
The "Knowledge, Skills and Abilities" section of the Court Clerk, 
Clerk III and Clerk II job descriptions should include the following: 

Has the ability to reach into file drawers in standard four- 
drawer filing cabinets; 

Has ability to transfer up to 25 pounds, and to work under 
conditions of substantial standing, sitting, walking, speaking, 
listening, stooping, crouching, and reaching with hands and 
arms; 
Has visual ability sufficient to operate office equipment 
including computer, copier, e tc ,  and to read reports, 
correspondence, instructions, etc. 
Has hearing ability sufficient to hold conversation with other 
individuals both in person and over a telephone; 

Has speaking ability sufficient to communicate effectively with 
other individuals in person and over a telephone. 

The "Duties and Responsibilities" section of the Court Clerk job 
description should include the following: 

Develops court computerization goals and objectives in 
conjunction with the municipal judge; 

Supervises implementation and internal training on the court's 
computer system; 

Coordinates clerk's office budget planning and preparation, 
and monitors budget performance. 

Recommendation No. 9 
One deputy clerk should be hired on a temporary or permanent basis to 
maintain staffing of the clerk of court's office a t  three for a t  least the next 12 
months. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ~ ~  ~~ 

Nafional Center for Stare Courrs 
~~ 
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Recommendation No. 1Q 

The clerk of the court should be given the added responsibility and title of 
associate judge in order to handle what are essentially administrative duties, 
without requiring personal approval of the judge, including approving or 
modifying payment plans, accepting proof that defendants have complied 
with conditions of their sentences, and accepting guilty pleas at the cashier's 
window. 

Recommendation No, 1 1 

The current municipal judge has instituted a number of procedural and 
substantive improvements during his tenure with the court, and the city 
should consider making his status regular part-time. 

Recommendation No. 1 2 

Although there is no obvious need for additional court sessions, the 
municipal court may wish to consider implementing the city's public service 
ethic to an even greater degree by experimenting with holding Saturday 
and/or more evening sessions in order to accommodate people who cannot 
take advantage of current schedules. 

Recommendation No, 13 
Because of the high numbers of court users who do not speak English, or who 
do not speak English well enough to understand court proceedings, the court 
should find some method of providing Spanish interpretation services, 
preferably using an interpreter pool within city hall or community 
volunteers. 

Recommendation No. 14 

The court should consider developing a standard operating procedure 
manual if a suitable alternative cannot be obtained from the Texas 
Municipal Court Training Center. 

Recommendation No. 15 

The court should promote payment by mail. I t  could minimize start- 
up costs of encouraging mail-in payments by printing envelopes with 
the court's address and a small flyer in English and Spanish 
explaining, in plain language, the plea alternatives, the procedure for 
mailing payment, and the procedure for taking the defensive driving 
course. Police officers should be instructed to hand an envelope 
and/or flyer to every traffic violator. 

National Center for State Courts Fina 1 Rep0 n 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Rosenberg Municipal Court Management Review Page 6 

Jtecommendabon No. 16 
The municipal court should consider taking payments of fines by 
personal check and develop some policies and procedures for dealing 
with checks with non-sufficient funds. 

Pecom mendabon No. 1 7 
The municipal court should change its record retention schedule in 
the following ways: 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

E. 

Case papers in record number 2350.03 should be retained 
for three years after case initiation instead of five years 
after offense. 

Unserved arrest warrants, also in record number 2350.03, 
should be retained for two years after issuance instead of 
four years. 
The "Disposition" column of the record retention schedule 
should specify "Destroy" instead of "Destroy. Municipal 
Court maintains record copy". 

The reference in record number 2350.04 to "Dockeddocket 
sheets" should be replaced by "Index of cases, including 
traffic offenses & violations of municipal ordinances". 

"Reports to state agencies" in record number 2350.08 
should be reduced from five years to one year. 

Recom mendation No. 18 

The clerk's office should discontinue creating and updating the 
criminal history index cards, and should cull the existing cards, 
retaining only defendants with cases no more than five years old, as 
soon as staff levels permit performing this task. 

Pecommendation No. 19 

If the court and the police desire to automate the court's criminal 
history records, they should consider either (1) scanning the index 
cards and loading the images on a CD-ROM disc, or (2) data entering 
the information into a database. 

Jtecommendab 'on No, 2Q 
The city attorney should maintain current knowledge of the status 
and retention requirements of optically scanned documents under 
Texas law as city departments, including the court, adopt imaging 
technology for document storage and retrieval. 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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Pecom mendation No. 21 

The police department should make all reasonable efforts to 
accomplish data entry of the citations it generates into the case 
management system. 

Recommendation No. 22 

The court should immediately, or as soon as practicable, use the 
following case management reports by implementing the capabilities 
already in the system: 

Individual Case Information 

Al. Ticklers to track need to enforce payment of fine and 
costs through phone call, letter, or warrant (using 
"Unpaid Cases Report" and "Scheduled Payments Past 
Due"); 

Aggregate Case Information 

B1. The number of pending cases at the end of each month 
by type of charge (using "Individual Judge Report") 
and by age (using the "Pending Case Report"); 

B2. An analysis of adjudicated cases by aging of accounts 
receivable, in order to inactivate accounts that are, for 
all practical purposes, uncollectible, to provide a 
realistic assessment of the amount of fines and costs the 
court expects to collect (using the "Scheduled Payments 
Past Due" report); 

Recommendation No. 23 
In the budget cycle for 1996, the court should request an 
appropriation to contract with the vendor to acquire the following 
case management reports: 

Individual Case Information 

C1. Ticklers indicating warrants ripe for cancellation based 
on time since issuance or address of defendant; 

Aggregate Case Infomation 

D1. An analysis of adjudicated cases: 

(a) -- Number and amount of fines and fees sentenced 
by type of case during a month; 

(b) -- Number and amount of fines paid during a 
month by mailed-in payment, counter payment, and 
installment payment, either mailed-in or over the 
counter ; 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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D2. An analysis of the age, gender and ethnic characteristics 
of defendants, to provide information to counteract 
potential complaints based on discrimination; 

Recom mendab 'on No. 24 
All court staff should have a t  least an intermediate level of knowledge 
of the case management system, and the clerk of court should have an 
advanced level of knowledge. 

Pecom mendab 'on No. 2 5 

The court should consider, on an experimental basis, a short-range 
plan to implement credit card authorization for accepting payment of 
fines by credit card, and a long-range plan to implement an 
interactive voice response (IVR) interface to the case management 
system to provide information to telephone callers who enter a case 
number on a telephone keypad. 

Recommendation No. 26 
Regarding collections, the judge should develop a written policy 
including specific short-term and long-term goals, to lead the court in 
the direction of improving collection rates. After the court articulates 
its policy and goals, the judge and the clerks should develop written 
procedures for implementing the policy and goals, and periodically 
review progress. 

Recommendation No. 2 7 

The judge and clerks should reinforce, a t  every opportunity, the 
seriousness of the court's enforcement policy, and consistently and in 
a timely manner follow up on threatened actions in cases of non- 
compliance. 

Pecommendab 'on No. 28 
The court should develop a procedure for identifying uncollectible 
fines and marking the accounts as "inactive", removing them from 
the total of outstanding fines and fees that can be expected to be 
collected. 

Recornmendation No. 29 

The municipal court should, after screening its inventory of 
uncollected fines and fees of uncollectible accounts, conduct a mail 
campaign to collect the most remaining outstanding receivables. 

~ 

Final Report National Center for State Courts 
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Recommendation No. 3Q 
The court should, after implementation of the case management 
system is stabilized, assess the condition of its accounts receivable and 
determine the cost and benefits of using a private collection agency to 
collect outstanding fines and fees. 

Recommendation No. 31 
The court should continue its present practice of using the city 
attorney or contract counsel in representing the city in bench trials. 

Recommendation No. 32 
The court should continue its present practice of requiring defendants 
to appear for an arraignment, at  which time the judge advises them of 
their rights, and takes a plea of guilty or not guilty. If a defendant 
pleads not guilty, a pre-trial conference and trial are scheduled. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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JII. CASELOAD ANALYSIS 

A caseload analysis forms the foundation needed to address a number of the 
issues for which the city desires recommendations. A compilation of the statistics of 
cases filed and cases disposed by various means is set forth in Appendix B-1 for ten 
months of 1992, Appendix B-2 for 1993, and Appendix B-3 for 1994. The measures 
of performance analyzed in this section include the number of new traffk and criminal 
case filings in the court, the number of dispositions, and the rate of growth of the 
pending caseload. 

Explanation of terminology used in the appendices would be helpful to the 
general reader. A citation, commonly known as a ticket, is issued to an accused 
violator by a police officer or other officer empowered to cite plumbing, fire safety, or 
other code (ordinance) violations. These are referred to below as new filings. 

If the accused violator pleads not guilty to the charge, the clerk's office assigns 
a case number to the citation and it becomes a pending case. A case can be disposed 
of by several means, as follows: 

1. Before trial, by the defendant pleading guilty and either paying a 
fine at the window of the clerk's office, or forfeiting a bond paid 
when released from jail; 

At trial, by the defendant being found guilty or not guilty by the 
judge or a jury at trial, by the defendant pleading guilty at some 
point in the process, or by the judge dismissing the case for legal 
cause during trial; or 

By the judge dismissing a case after the defendant has satisfied 
such conditions as completing a Driver Safety Course, providing 
proof of financial responsibility or repair of equipment, or 
qualifying for deferred disposition. 

2. 

3. 

The court will issue an arrest warrant (known as a failure to appear or FI'A 
warrant) if an accused violator fails to appear at the court in response to a citation 
within a certain period after required to appear, or if the accused violator, after 
pleading not guilty, fails to appear for trial. 

This section includes recommendations about issuance and enforcement of 
warrants. Recommendations for additional or better caseload information are included 
in the section on the court's automation system. 

~~ 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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A. New Filings 

The actual numbers of traffic and criminal (non-traffic ordinance violations) cases 
for the period March 1992 to December 1994 are set forth in Figure 1 below: 

Figure 1 
Traffic and Criminal Filings 

March 1992 to December 1994 

The figure shows considerable variation during the 34 months. One outstanding 
trend noticeable is that filings tend to decrease during the last two or three months of each 
year, and peak during the summer months. This tracks the activity of the police 
department which initiates the filings. 

During 1993 and 1994, the Rosenberg police department received a federal grant 
known as STEP (Specialized Traffic Enforcement Program), funding at least one traffic 
patrol position. This substantially increased the number of traffic citations resulting in an 
increase in the number of traffic to non-traffic filings as follows: 

Ratio of Traffic to Non-traffk Filings 

1992 3.1 to 1 

1993 5.0 to 1 

1994 5.8 to 1 

As a result of this increase, the clerks office was inundated with traffic citations. No 
funds were available, however, for clerks to work overtime to cope with the increase. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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B. Quantity of Pending Cases 

The Municipal Court does not have a backlog in the sense that there are cases 
ready for trial that have not yet come to trial. There are no cases in that category. 

In considering backlog issues, it is always important to understand the difference 
between cases going through an ordinary maturation process, with parties meeting 
reasonable deadlines and moving from one stage of the case to the next, and cases where 
either the parties or the court are falling behind schedule. Only the latter constitute a 
problem. 

The existing statistical system, copied from and maintained to accord with a Texas 
state form, gives the court no easily accessible information on how many cases are in the 
system. Where case backlog is truly a concern, the first thing a court manager wants to 
know is how many cases or potential cases are in the pipeline. The state system does not 
answer that question or provide a methodology for calculating the answer. One would 
ordinarily expect a statistical report that showed cases received, cases disposed, and cases 
remaining or carried over. The cases carried over would be an indicator of whether a 
backlog was building. Everyone understands that the cases disposed of in a reporting 
period include a large number carried over from the previous reporting period. 

Two simple tables, both using hypothetical data, illustrate the point. 

Table 1 
Hypothetical Court A 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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4,955 6,685 8,363 

4,662 5,557 6,615 

293 1,128 1,748 

Table 2 
Hypothetical Court B 

The court in Table 1 consistently disposes of more cases than it receives in a 
quarter, and it does not have a rising backlog problem. The court in Table 2 disposes of 
fewer cases than it receives each quarter, and the number of cases carried over steadily 
rises. By the last quarter, its backlog has almost 40 percent more cases than it has been 
able to dispose of in any one quarter. That may well represent a backlog problem 
deserving management attention. It would be more informative if a revised statistical 
system generated monthly status reports enabling court managers to assess whether the 
number of cases carried over is rising or falling, and at what rates. 

Conclusions about Rosenberg, however, can be drawn from monthly statistical 
reports, summaries of which are set forth in Appendices B-1 through B-3. The last rows 
of numbers in these appendices represent the "net gaidloss" to the pending caseload for 
each period. The data is summarized in Table 3 below: 

Table 3 
Summary of Case Filings and Dispositions 

The net gain/loss is the number of cases filed minus the number of cases disposed, and 
represents the growth or diminishment of the pending caseload. (For purposes of this 
analysis it does not matter that a case filed in one month or one year is disposed of in the 
same month, a later month or a later year. Although no statistics are available on the 
duration of cases, probably most cases are disposed of within two or three months.) 

National Center for State Courts Fina 1 Rep0 n 
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Most traffic tickets are simply paid without ever being contested at trial; therefore 
the number of cases carried forward has not been a concern. Traffic cases represent the 
great majority of work coming into the court, and most of them are disposed of without 
any judicial action whatsoever. 

The net gain in cases filed over cases disposed during the last three years raises 
questions as to why the court may not be maintaining dispositions comparable to filings. 
One explanation may be that the number of FI'As (failures to appear) has increased 
significantly, resulting in a filing but no disposition because the alleged traffic violator is 
cited but fails to appear. Another explanation, although no data supports it, might be that 
citations are somehow being overlooked after filing and not being handled, perhaps due to 
the avalanche of filings triggered by the STEP program. Once information is available 
through the new automation system, court managers will be able to pinpoint the type or 
types of filings that are not being disposed of, and will be able to take appropriate action. 

C. Warrant Backlog 

Information provided by the police department stated that approximately 1,800 
warrants were outstanding as of the time of the site visit (March 1995). In addition, 
approximately 800 to 1,000 violations existed for which warrants had not been issued, due 
largely to the large number of citations issued during the STEP (Specialized Traffic 
Enforcement) program, and the lack of clerk staff time available during business hours (or 
funds for overtime pay) to issue them. 

There appears to be a backlog problem in the court concerning warrants. Failure 
to appear (FTA) cases include two kinds of situations: (1) those in which a defendant 
failed to aD Dear in response to a Do lice citation, violating a promise to the officer to 

appear, or (2) cases in which the defendant f&led to auuea r o n a o  articular date fo r trial, 
violating a promise to the court to appear. The court can issue warrants for the arrest of 
the defendants who faded to appear in either type of situation. Well over a year has 
passed since the court last issued any significant numbers of warrants, the staff having 
fallen behind in preparing warrants because of their heavy workload. The question posed 
by the city is whether to do anything about this backlog of issued and unissued FTA 
Warrants. 

Warrants are not self-executing. They must be served by someone, ordinarily a 
law enforcement officer, and a return made to the court issuing the warrant. It is 
conceivable that the Rosenberg police department would want to serve some of the 
outstanding warrants because of a special interest in particular defendants involved. If 
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police are interested in particular individuals, the court's present filing system would 
enable the court to inform the police whether there are any outstanding charges against 
those individuals. 

Lf the court were somehow able to issue all of the presently unissued FTA warrants 
without a massive and concerted effort to serve the warrants, the police department would 
execute most of them only when they encountered the defendants on new problems. This 
is the usual practice nationwide. Therefore the value of issuing all back FTA warrants 
must be weighed against the likelihood that the Rosenberg police are going to encounter 
these defendants again. 

It is the nature of traffic tickets that many are issued to people passing through 
town, either for the day or for a relatively short period of time. Defendants with home 
addresses outside Rosenberg or Fort Bend County may never come within the reach of 
Rosenberg police again. Issuing warrants on them is probably not worth the effort. 

Short-term residents represent a somewhat different problem. The further back in 
time, however, the FTA warrant was issued, the more likely the defendant will have 
moved on. We can expect a sharp decline in returnable warrants as we go back in time. 

Rosenberg's primary concern is the persons who continue to violate its ordinances 
in Rosenberg. By definition, this group of people shows up again and again. If they 
return to Rosenberg Municipal Court, they can be charged with their previous FTAs. It is 
not necessary to issue warrants to find them. 

Recommendation No. 1 
The court should expend a small effort to sample the backlog of 
citations with unissued FTA warrants to determine the proportion of 
Rosenberg to non-Rosenberg addresses. Starting with the latest 
citations, the court should go back in time, month by month to obtain 
a residence profile of such citations. That would give the court a 
better grasp of whether it is worthwhile to issue warrants on the 
citations. Further, preparation of these old warrants should be given 

If the court were to issue and execute a random sample of its FTA warrants, it 

low priority. 

would probably find that the majority of them would return unsatisfied, either because the 
violator was a Texas non-resident or a city or county resident had moved with no 
forwarding address. It is common knowledge in courts and law enforcement that the 
longer the time between citation issuance and later enforcement action, the less likely it is 
that the defendant will still be at a given address (assuming the address on the drivers 
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license was correct in the first place). Therefore the older citations, particularly those 
older than approximately six months will, more than likely, not lead to an appearance or 
conviction. 

Warrants issued even many months after the date of the citation where the 
defendant is considered to be still living in the area, can be loaded into the police data base 
for reference when the defendant is stopped for another violation. It is always a question 
of fact, however, whether the officer who issued the original citation is still on the police 
force or can remember the facts sufficiently to testify at a trial on the citation after such a 
relatively long time. Still, defendants should not escape justice through administrative 
inefficiencies, and the possibility exists that the prosecutor could obtain a plea bargain 
covering both the earlier and later citations. 

This recommendation is aimed toward realistically handling the backlog of 
unanswered citations and outstanding cases. 

D. Mail Campaign for FTAs 

Once llkely candidates for issuance of warrants have been identified, the court will 
be in a position to take steps to enforce its order for defendants to appear on charges filed. 

Recommendation No. 2 
The court should conduct a mail campaign to notify selected violators 
that warrants will be issued, advising them that they would benefit 
from settling the matter voluntarily, rather than suffer the 
consequences of having a warrant issued and being subject to arrest. 

The procedure of this mail campaign would be similar to the campaign 
recommended for collecting unpaid fines, described below in the section on improving 
collection of fines. 

E. Court Policy on Warrant Issuance 

The current policy on issuance of warrants reflects the judge's intent to make the 
court user-friendly and give violators every reasonable opportunity to respond before the 
force of the law is used against them. This is commendable and reflects the judge's 
philosophy on the role of the court in the community. It leads, however, to certain 
inefficiencies in the caseflow process, and probably contributes to reduced enforcement of 
the laws against violators. 

Narional Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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The court should adopt a policy of routine issuance of FTA warrants 
within 30 days of citation issuance if defendants do not appear. 

Courts and law enforcement nationwide recognize that timeliness is essential to 
making the warrant system effective. The warrant system is not effective under current 
practices. The court's sending a courtesy letter should continue when an accused violator 
fails to appear, particularly in light of the generally-supported opinion that these letters are 
successful in bringing a substantial number of defendants into court without further action. 
The reminder letter should, however, state unequivocally what the consequences will be of 
a failure to appear (perhaps both in English and Spanish) within 10 days. Then the court 
must fulfill that promise and issue the warrant. 

The court could make its policy known by issuing a press release to the local 
newspaper and by creating a flyer for officers to hand out when they issue a citation. (The 
flyer could address other issues such as payment of fines by mail -- see the 
recommendation about that in the section on "Traffk and Ordinance Adjudication".) 

F. Interaction with Regional Law Enforcement Agencies 

Rosenberg is one of several population centers in Fort Bend County, in fairly close 
proximity to Houston and to other areas of suburban Houston. If the court intends to 
enforce its citations and judgments outside the immediate city, it needs to consider the 
means available to reach beyond the city limits. This is not strictly a court concern, 
because the means of participating in a regional warrant system would involve, from a 
resource perspective, primarily the police. Enforcement of the city's laws and the court's 
judgments are always, of course, the court's concern. 

Recommendation No. 4 

The city should evaluate the cost and benefits of participating in the 
regional warrant system SETCIC (Southeast Texas Crime 
Information Center) to promote enforcement of the city's laws and the 
court's orders. 

The city currently operates on a collegial, informal basis with law enforcement of 
other cities in the county and with Fort Bend County. This informal system depends more 
on professional relationships than on technology. Law enforcement departments 
telephone or fax each other lists of suspects arrested on a regular basis, to be matched 
with a list of "wanteds'', very inexpensively. It has a limited geographical range, however, 
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and probably many warrants are not executed because law enforcement agencies in the 
area are not aware of Rosenberg's warrants. 

The Southeast Texas Crime Information Center (SETCIC) is a cooperative effort 
between the Harris County Commissioner's Court, the Harris County Justice Information 
Management System, and area chiefs of police. It is a central repository for law 
enforcement data, principally arrest warrants, supported by annual fees paid by 
participating agencies. NCSC staff learned about SETCIC through the Rosenberg police 
department which has studied its cost and benefits. 

In estimating the system's benefits, a recent month's warrants (or cases ripe for 
warrant) could be tallied to determine the residence of the defendant and, therefore, the 
need to extend the arm of the law beyond the city. Further, the possible revenue 
execution of warrants could result in (fines and costs), could be factored with a probability 
that a conviction would result, to arrive at the financial benefit of participation. 
Determining the cost of participating should be straightforward and easily obtainable. 

In practice, if the Rosenberg police were notified that a suspect or defendant on a 
Rosenberg warrant had been apprehended, the police would make a determination 
whether the defendant should be transported to the city or released, based on a number of 
criteria, including the distance from where the defendant is being held, the type of offense 
for which the defendant is wanted, and the availability of staff to transport the defendant. 
The court and the citizens of Rosenberg would be the beneficiaries of such a practice. 

At such time as Rosenberg participates in the SETCIC regional warrant system, 
the city will have a higher level of activity in executing warrants and transporting 
prisoners. As more defendants are brought to justice, the number of case dispositions will 
more nearly approximate the number of citations filed. 

G. Warrant Officer 

Within the recent past Rosenberg has employed a police officer responsible for 
serving warrants, but no longer does. The city poses the question whether it should 
employ a warrant officer. 

,Recommendation No. 5 
If the police department has sufficient need and resources to hire a 
warrant officer, it should do so to bring defendants to the court who 
have failed to appear after being cited for violations or who have 
broken a promise to appear at trial after having pled not guilty. 
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A warrant is a court order authorizing a law enforcement officer to seize and bring 
before the court a certain person to answer charges. The warrants being issued by the 
court charge a person with failure to appear before the court, either in response to a 
citation or in accord with the person's promise to appear for trial. 

Every police officer is a warrant officer, authorized to execute (serve) outstanding 
warrants whenever the officer encounters the person named in a warrant. The question 
here is whether the police department should have an officer whose specific duty is to 
execute warrants. 

Many police departments nationwide, and a majority of similar size Texas cities 
surveyed, have one or more warrant officers. They are used in different ways, 
representing quite different kinds of work. In larger cities with warrant sections in 
criminal investigative divisions, detectives are expected to look for and arrest criminal 
suspects. While some of these detectives work the street very aggressively, others are 
content to watch daily patrol or jail reports to see if someone they are looking for has been 
picked up for something else. Part of their duty may be picking up prisoners extradited by 
other jurisdictions in response to local warrants. 

Other warrant sections are essentially administrative support offices responding to 
street officers who want to know if there are any outstanding warrants on someone they 
have stopped. What this all comes to is that a warrant officer can be as active or as 
passive as police managers wish them to be. An aggressive warrant officer can be an asset 
to a department. A passive warrant officer can disappear into the woodwork. 

Any decision to dedicate an officer's time to serve failure to appear (FTA) warrants 
must first consider why the people sought have failed to appear. These people may be 
categorized as follows: 

Drivers passing through Rosenberg who believe that they will 
never be there again; 

Drivers who occasionally come to Rosenberg and do not think they 
will be stopped again; 

Temporary residents who think police will make no effort to find 
them before they leave; 

Permanent residents who simply failed to appear; and 

Habitual scofflaws. 

Later in this report NCSC staff will recommend a procedure for sampling the 
backlog of unserved warrants to determine the best method for handling them. For future 
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FTAS, however, the police department should consider assigning an officer the specific 
duty of serving FTA warrants on local residents. The police department should consider 
the following three alternatives: 

Option 1. An officer working full-time on all outstanding warrants, 

Option 2. An officer working part-time on all outstanding warrants, 

Option 3. An officer working part-time on traffic FTA warrants, 

including both criminal and traffic warrants. 

including both criminal and traffic warrants. 

perhaps one day a week. 

The city's ultimate choice of these alternatives will depend on (1) the volume of 
work, and (2) the probability of success in executing these warrants. 

To make such an assignment useful, the officer selected must be willing and able to 
work neighborhoods aggressively, particularly in tracking down temporary residents. It is 
important to remember that the purpose of serving these warrants is at least twofold: (1) 
to collect money due the city, and (2) to increase public safety by imposing effective 
sanctions on persons whose driving is a danger to the community. Waiting for these 
people to reappear in the justice system means that, in the meantime, they continue to 
menace public safety. 

Furthering the purpose of collecting money due to the city, the city has referred 
past-due fines to a private collection agency, in cases where warrants have been issued. In 
these cases amounts due have been established by the court, and the task is to collect 
them. That is a public function that can be performed by the city itself, but it is similar in 
many respects to private collections work. The issue of using a private collection agency 
to collect outstanding fines where a warrant has or not has been issued is addressed in the 
section titled "Collection of Fines and Fees". 

The vast majority of cases involve traffic violations. A number of violations, 
however, involve noncompliance with tall grass and weeds, plumbing code or other 
violations of city ordinances. A warrant officer, in cooperation with city officials with 
authority to enforce the city code, could also be assigned to help enforce compliance in 
those areas. 

In cases where a warrant has been issued, whether before a f i e  amount has been 
established by the court or for nonpayment, the city's purpose is to vindicate a public 
interest, to enforce a judgment of the court, to promote public safety, as well as to collect 
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the money. A police officer, either part-time or full-time, can perform this function with 
all the powers of a public law enforcement officer. 

National Center for Stare Courts Final Repon 
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IV. RESOURCE ANALYSIS 

A. Organization of the Court Within City Government 

The court is currently organized like other municipal courts of similar size in the 
State of Texas. It consists of a part-time judge who is also an active and practicing 
member of the local bar, a clerk of the court, and two full time deputy clerks. 

The municipal court judge conducts traffic arraignments every Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday morning; night court arraignments the fourth Tuesday of each 
month; bench trials the second Wednesday of each month; jury trials the fourth 
Wednesday of every month; as well as making jail calls on Saturdays and Sundays when 
necessary. The judge is currently spending a great deal of time at the municipal court, 
reshaping the court's methods and procedures from previous practices under his 
predecessor. 

The present structure of the Rosenberg city government places the municipal court 
clerks under the supervision of the Rosenberg police department, specifically, under the 
direct supervision of the police administrative lieutenant. Prior to this arrangement, the 
clerks reported to the city finance director. The current arrangement has been in place for 
approximately one year. 

Although this current supervision arrangement seems to be working efficiently, 
there were some concerns from a number of those interviewed by NCSC staff about public 
perception of this arrangement. Approximately half of the city council members felt that 
the community was wary of a situation where the agency that issued citations for traffic 
and ordinance violations, also supervised the clerk's office that rendered judgments on 
those violations. Although NCSC staff had no means for polling the views of people in 
the community, a substantial proportion of their elected representatives indicated that 
some community members may feel that justice for them may not be possible under this 
arrangement. 

B. Supervision of the Clerk of Court's Office 

One of the mandates of the management review of the municipal court was to 
examine the effectiveness and appropriateness of police department supervision of the 
court. With respect to the organizational structure of the municipal court, as well as the 
level of court supervision and the court's placement within the city government, the NCSC 
makes the following recommendations. 
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Pecommendab 'on No. 6 
If the city council determines that the community perceives the clerk of 
court's office subject to a conflict of interest while under the supervision of 
the police department, supervision should be shifted to the city manager's 
office. Until such time as the city council funds a position in the city 
manager's office to enable an adequate level of supervision of the municipal 
clerk's office, supervision should continue by the police department. 

Separation of Powers Analvs' 1s 

At f i s t  blush, it seems inconsistent with American constitutional principles to have 
a judicial branch agency placed within an executive branch agency, to have a court a part 
of the very law enforcement agency from which almost all its judicial business flows. 
Separation of legislative, executive, and judicial branches is a fundamental principle of 
American government. Upon close examination, however, the situation of the Rosenberg 
municipal court makes good sense, despite its apparent violation of the separation of 
power principle. 

First of all, the rigorous separation of power does not work at every level of 
American government. While it is extremely important at the federal and state level, it 
becomes less and less significant with smaller and more local governmental bodies. The 
council-city manager model, employed in Rosenberg as it is in many American cities, to a 
large extent merges the legislative and executive functions, with the city manager being 
directly answerable to council rather than to the electorate. (In Rosenberg, the chief of 
police also reports to the city council.) 

Second, given the fact that the municipal court in Rosenberg has one part-time 
judge, three full-time staff in the clerks office, it is ludicrous to think of it as a separate, 
free-standing branch of government. 

But most important is the independence of the judicial function. The judge, while 
appointed by city council, is not subject to city council in the disposition of cases that 
come before the court. It is that independence that is at the heart of separation of powers. 
As long. as the judge remains independent of legislative (council) or executive (council or 
city manager) influence in the administration of justice and disposition of cases, the basic 
constitutional principle is honored. 

Municipal courts in the State of Texas, and more than likely in many areas in the 
United States, are under the supervision of the city manager, finance director or police 
department. This is one of the realities of managing a municipality the size of Rosenberg. 

~ 
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Despite apparent violations of separation of powers principles, placing the municipal court 
under the auspices of an executive branch agency is many times the most logical and 
efficient placement of this entity. 

The incumbent judge has no difficulty distinguishing judicial from administrative 
functions within the court As a part-time judge, he has neither the time nor the inclination 
to provide continuing supervision of the clerical staff. He is satisfied that the present 
arrangement provides him the administrative support necessary for him to perform his 
judicial functions fairly and competently, and to sustain judicial independence. As long as 
this support is provided, the supervision of the overall clerical operation can and should be 
provided by someone other than the municipal judge himself. But by whom? 

Manage&uDems ion Analvsis . .  

There are several possible answers to that question. The department that manages 
the clerk's office will provide the following functions: 

0 Setting priorities concerning backlogs and other matters of long-range 
significance that may be ignored in the press of day-to-day bisiness; 

Monitoring implementation and maintenance of the automation system; 

Setting of the budget (after receiving input from the clerks); 

Providing administrative support concerning payroll, vacation and sick 
time, and purchasing; 

Interviewing and making the final decision on hiring of clerk's office staff; 
and 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 Coordinating the office's activities with other parts of city government. 

These managerial functions require some knowledge, but not in-depth knowledge, of the 
court's operation. Because of the importance of automation in the dady operation and 
strategic planning of the court, the manager of the clerk's office needs to have considerable 
knowledge of information systems in general in order to deal with resource issues that are 
bound to arise. At least in the beginning, managing the court will require or entail daily or 
at least even frequent contact with clerks office staff and the judge. After the supervisory 
relationship has been established and operations have become stabilized, the amount of 
supervisory contact can be expected to diminish somewhat. 

Within the municipal court itself, the clerk of court can function as the workgroup 
supervisor, assuming that the incumbent desires to and is capable of providing leadership 
within the office. Staff members are usually immersed in the press of business, handling a 
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myriad of details to keep up with the workload. A workgroup supervisor should be able 
to answer substantive questions about the job at hand and make decisions that have 
tactical, but not strategic, consequences. Although a workgroup supervisor should be 
trained or experienced in handling the full range of supervisory issues, some managerial 
oversight is needed to make sure that all staff obtain resources needed to do their job, that 
the exceptions reported by the workgroup supervisor are handled, and that strategic issues 
are addressed. A workgroup supervisor with strong training or experience can function as 
a manager in some circumstances; given the current structure and workload in the clerks 
office, the manager should be someone outside the office. 

That leads to the question of to whom that clerk should report on behalf of the 
court. Two alternative managers of the clerks office can be eliminated. First, from 
observing courtroom proceedings, as well as clerical work flow and functions, NCSC staff 
have determined that the judge, serving on a part-time basis, has neither the time nor the 
desire to provide day-to-day supervision of the clerk's staff. The judge will continue to 
provide legal advice to the clerk's staff on issues that arise from time to time. 

Second, NCSC staff cannot recommend supervision by the city attorney's office 
because a potential conflict of interest exists between the prosecutor's interests in 
obtaining convictions and the neutral environment of the clerk's office. This is arguably 
more severe than the potential conflict of interest caused by police supervision, where 
police officers are prosecuting witnesses in a traffic or criminal case, not an advocate as 
the prosecutor is. In any event, as seen below, supervision by the city attorney is not 
prevalent among the similar cities surveyed. 

In determining which department should provide oversight of the municipal court 
clerical functions, three possible options are available; the city manager, the finance 
director or the Rosenberg police department (the current arrangement). As part of this 
study, the NCSC conducted a survey of twelve other municipal courts from Texas 
jurisdictions of similar size and caseloads. Of the courts surveyed, the clerk of court's 
office was supervised as follows: 

5 -- Finance director 

4 -- City manager 

2 -- Police department 

1 -- City attorney 
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NCSC staff cannot call these survey results conclusive because of the relatively 
small sample. The tendency, however, is clear that supervision is generally provided by 
someone other than the police department. On the other hand, supervision of the clerk of 
court's office by a police department is not unprecedented. The matter of which office 
supervises the clerk's office must be considered a close question without a distinct, clear- 
cut answer. Analysis of the remaining alternatives follows. 

Superv ision bv the Pol ice Deuartment 

The police department is one of at least three options for providing oversight to 
the municipal court clerks. The police department initiates virtually all of the court's 
business because its citations are in effect the charging documents initiating the court's 
processes. The judge and the city attorney do not participate in uncontested cases at all. 
In those cases, the police department and the clerk's office generate and conduct all the 
work, with the clerk ultimately transferring the money collected to the finance department 
at the end of the case. In contested cases, the municipal court judge and the city attorney 
are still dependent upon the paperwork generated first by the police department and then 
by the municipal court clerks. 

A primary reason that the police department assumed day-to-day supervision of 
the clerk's office was acquisition of a new police computer system that also provided court 
case management functions. The court's old computer system did not allow adequate data 
retrieval or information sharing with the police department because it was fairly 
outmoded. Because the work of the court results directly from police activity, it made 
sense to place clerks under the supervision of the police department. 

Does having the clerks responsible to the police department create a public 
perception of injustice? Because no traffic cases would reach the court unless a police 
officer issued a citation and is prepared to teshfy as the prosecution witness, one might 
surmise that the police have a conflict of interest in supervising day-to-day operations of 
the court which is a neutral adjudicator of fact and law. One might argue that this 
arrangement is similar to the city attorney supervising the court. The answer to this 
objection is that the independence of the judge is preserved, regardless of who supervises 
the administrative function of the court. 

In the existing physical arrangements, there is little evidence of police involvement 
in the court. Not being sworn officers or police department employees, the clerks are not 
dressed in uniforms or wearing any insignia that suggest they are part of the police 
department. Police officers sometimes serve as court bailiff, but that is not unusual. Nor 
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is the presence of police in the court office unusual. Police are frequently seen around 
courts and government buildings. All things considered, the municipal court does not look 
at all like part of the police department. Still, some doubts persist, at least among 
members of the city council. 

ervision by the Finance Department 

Prior to the current arrangement, the court clerks reported organizationally to the 
finance director, although the municipal judge, at that time, directed the majority of day- 
to-day activities and tasks of the clerks. A number of factors led to the change of 
supervision by the police department: first, implementation of a computer system that 
would serve both the court and the police department in a more effective manner; and 
second, the change was logical because of the regular contact between the court and the 
police department, compared to the fewer contacts between the court and the finance 
department. Based on an interview with the finance director, if called upon, he would 
willingly reassume supervisory responsibility for the court. 

Supervision by the finance department, as with the police department, holds a 
potential for conflict of interest: placing responsibility for the clerks office there might 
foster the notion that the court is a profit center for the city. NCSC staff encountered no 
indication that city council members regarded the court this way, but the potential still 
exists. 

. .  Suriemsion bv the Citv Ma n m  

The least controversial and most logical department to assume control of the court 
clerks is the city manager's office. This choice is preferable for several reasons. Primarily, 
it preserves the appearance of the court as a separate and independent entity, removed 
from the influences of the police department or the finance department. In other words, it 
removes the appearance of potential impropriety that the finance department will pressure 
the court for guilty verdicts (resulting, presumably, in more revenue to the city, or in the 
court obtaining favorable finance department consideration of its budget requests), or that 
the police department will pressure the court for guilty verdicts (presumably, to artificially 
increase perceptions of police effectiveness). Although these events are highly unlikely to 
occur, these perceptions may exist within the community and may affect the way in which 
the community perceives the role of the municipal court and, in turn, affect the enthusiasm 
with which they pay fines and fees imposed by the municipal court It makes the court less 
like an old-style "police court". 
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Bolstering this view are guidelines and standards suggested by the American Bar 
Association, relating to court organization. According to Section 1 .OO of the Court 
Organization Standards, an objective of the court system is to maintain itself as an 
independent and respected branch of government1 Section 1.40 further states that 
administrative services are important to the court, to preserve and support the 
independence of the judiciary as a separate branch of government2 Although it may be 
practical and necessary to intermingle the judicial branch with another branch at the 
municipal level, supervision by the city manager provides the least violation of the ABA 
standards and preserves constitutional separations more effectively than the other options. 

Finally, it should be noted that one of the recommendations offered by the current 
municipal court judge, and endorsed by the NCSC, is to elevate the clerk of the court to 
the position of associate judge. Although these functions are ministerial in nature (not 
requiring judicial discretion), having her under supervision of the police department may 
fuel public perceptions of collusion between the court and the police department. Giving 
the clerk additional responsibility as associate judge probably should not be implemented 
until the supervision is transferred to the city manager's office. 

On the negative side, however, this recommendation would increase the number of 
department heads reporting directly to the city manager, and would spread his 
responsibility that much thinner. The clerk of court's office, with such a small staff, would 
not be comparable to other departments, such as community development, public works, 
the fire department, the police department, or the finance department. In addition, no 
department has many day-to-day contacts with the municipal court, nor understands the 
mission and procedures of the court, with the exception of the police department. 

A potential negative is that supervision by the city manager, like the finance 
department and the police department, holds a potential for conflict of interest: because 
the city manager is fundamentally responsible for the fiscal well-being of the city, placing 
responsibility for the clerk's office there might also foster the notion that the court is a 
profit center for the city. 

The solution to the perception problem and the "span of control" problem is a 
position in the city manager's ofice (combined with other duties to make a full-time 

American Bar Association, Judicial Administration Division, Standards of Judicial Administration, 

Id. at p. 88. 

Standards Relating to Coun Organization, 1990 Edition. 
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position) to oversee the clerk's office. The clerk will continue to go to the judge to ask 
questions of a legal or procedural nature. Under this recommendation the clerk will have 
a neutral party to whom to refer questions of an administrative nature, capable of being 
answered by someone with a relatively high degree of managerial and computer 
experience. 

Conclusim 

Although the current arrangement appears to provide the clerk's office with 
adequate supervision, the issue of public perception of this mangement remains an issue 
of fact that the city council needs to determine. The issue arose several times during site 
interviews with city council members. Because the same department that oversees a 
function of the court system also brings people into that process through citations, a 
perception exists of potential conflict of interest at the least, or of potential collusion 
between the court and the police department at the worst. If the city council determines 
that a perception problem exists, in order to ease these perceptions, the council should 
consider moving supervision of the court from the police department. 

Another issue for city council determination is staffing of the city manager's office. 
While supervision of the clerk of court's office is certainly less than a full-time position, 
and probably less than a half-time commitment, no suitable staff person in the city 
manager's office is available to handle even a part-time responsibility. If the city manager 
needs an additional position for already-existing duties, perhaps supervision of the clerk's 
office could be an additional duty. It is possible that the need for supervision will diminish 
slightly after the f i s t  year of supervision by the city manager's office (although it may take 
longer), as various workflow and automation transitions are made in the clerk's office. 
While the problems are not insurmountable, organizational changes are never easy or 
simple to implement and cannot be expected to be implemented overnight. In any event, 
NCSC staff must conclude that the city council needs to address the needs of the court 
staff in the context of the larger issues of city manager office staffing. 

Careful monitoring of any arrangement of supervision should be undertaken to 
ensure quality service to the citizens of Rosenberg, and appropriate modifications made if 
necessary. 

C. Internal Structure of the Clerk's Office 

During the site visit, the project team was particularly impressed with the 
conscientious dedication, competence, and accommodating attitude toward the public of 
each of the employees of the clerk's offce. Although the number of staff in the clerk's 
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office is small (currently two, previously three), every office needs some structure and 
leadership to assure that staff duties are performed in accordance with expectation. 

Recomm endabon No, 7 
The clerk of the court should serve in the capacity of administrative head of 
the municipal court, exercise supervisory responsibility over other staff in the 
office, and receive periodic training in basic supervision and management 
skills. 

Upon viewing the volume of the work of the clerk's office relative to other courts 
surveyed, the range of responsibilities of staff duties, the unremitting demands placed upon 
each employee in terms of interaction with an often disgruntled public, in person and over 
the phone, the handling of large amounts of cash, and the accounting for thousands of 
important documents and court records, the project team observed a clerk's office staff 
that functions at a very high level. Further, this high level of performance is being 
achieved during a period of transition--while implementing a new information system. 
Therefore, NCSC staff recommend that the general organizational structure of the clerks 
office remain intact. 

Cross-training and use of automation are critical factors in the Rosenberg clerk's 
office. In a well-supervised office, employees are cross-trained to perform each other's 
duties to the extent that the office will continue to function in the absence of staff. This is 
particularly true in small offices such as the Rosenberg clerk's office. Every clerk in the 
office must be fully conversant in use of the computer system which is the lifeblood of the 
office's operation. The clerk of court as the administrative head of the office needs to 
exert leadership in promoting these initiatives. 

It would be in the court's and the city's best interests to invest a small amount of 
training funds in its workgroup supervisors, including the clerk of court 

D. Job Descriptions in the Clerk's Office 

The city requested examination of the job descriptions of the clerks office staff. 

Recommendation No. 8 
The "Knowledge, Skills and Abilities" section of the Court Clerk, 
Clerk 111 and Clerk II job descriptions should include the following: 

Has the ability to reach into file drawers in standard four- 
drawer filing cabinets; 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 
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Has ability to transfer up to 25 pounds, and to work under 
conditions of substantial standing, sitting, walking, speaking, 
listening, stooping, crouching, and reaching with hands and 
arm; 
Has visual ability sufficient to operate office equipment 
including computer, copier, e tc ,  and to read reports, 
correspondence, instructions, e t c  

Has hearing ability sufficient to hold conversation with other 
individuals both in person and over a telephone; 

Has speaking ability sufficient to communicate effectively with 
other individuals in person and over a telephone. 

The "Duties and Responsibilities" section of the Court Clerk job 
description should include the following: 

Develops court computerization goals and objectives in 
conjunction with the municipal judge; 

Supervises implementation and internal training on the court's 
computer system; 

Coordinates clerk's office budget planning and preparation, 
and monitors budget performance. 

One often takes for granted the physical demands of a job. One purpose of 
including a description of the physical demands of the jobs is to be realistic about the job 
requirements, and another is to bring job specifications into compliance with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Under the ADA, employers cannot discriminate 
against individuals in regard to any employment practices or terms, conditions, and 
privileges of employment. The next time that the personnel classification system is 
reviewed, some attention should be given to aspects affected by ADA. 

The job description of the court clerk lacks mention of duties related to the court's 
automation system and to the budget of the clerk's office. The court clerk is in a position 
to promote the use of computers in the office, and should coordinate with the municipal 
judge the on-going efforts to computerize the court and train users in the office. Similarly, 
as administrative head of the office, the court clerk should provide input into the budget 
planning and preparation for the clerk's office, and should monitor budget performance 
against the plan. 

~~ 
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E. Staffing Levels in the Clerk's Office 

As stated earlier in this report, the municipal court, which currently consists of one 
part-time judge, a clerk of court, two full-time deputy  clerk^,^ disposes of approximately 
6,000 cases of the more than 8,OOO filed per year. Docket calls are held three times a 
week, with jury and bench trials held once a month. There is an evening session for 
arraignments held once a month. The judge, or his alternate, also makes a jail call to 
bond in-custody defendants on Saturdays and Sundays, when necessary. However, there 
are currently no weekend sessions for arraignments. 

Clerical functions are varied and rather extensive. The regular duties of the clerk's 
office include the following: 

e Setting dockets, 
e Managing the court calendar, 
e 

e Cashiering functions, 
a 

e 

e 

Preparing monthly, quarterly and yearly reports, 

Notifying potential jurors of jury trials, 
Filing records, preparing complaints for defendants who plead not 
guilty, and 
Keeping track of compliance with conditions of probation, 
including completion of defensive driving classes, deferred 
sentences, community service hours. 

Clerical positions are identified as the Clerk of Court (who supervises deputy 
clerks and is head of administrative functions), Deputy Clerk 11, and Deputy Clerk III 
(position vacant). Although the functions of these positions are defined in their respective 
job descriptions, many of the functions overlap, which tends to obscure accountability 
within the clerk's office. 

Currently, clerks are empowered to accept no-contest pleas at the cashier's 
window for traffic citations and ordinance violations, and accept payment of fines for 
these violations. However, they may not adjust fine amounts, alter payment schedules, or 
accept guilty pleas. These must all be approved by the judge during regular court 
sessions. Clerks also provide general information concerning traffic violations, ordinance 
violations, court dates, fine and fee amounts and due dates, and other information. 

It should be noted that at the time of our site visit (March 25,1995). there were two full-time deputy 
clerks, m addition to the clerk of the court One deputy clerk had elected, however, to retire, leaving only 
the clerk of the court and one deputy clerk. As of June 30, 1995, a temporary full-time clerk had been 
hired to replace the retired clerk. 

~ 
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However, they may not provide legal advice, or predict what consequences a plea or other 
action by the defendant may have. 

Since the retirement of one of the deputy clerks and the temporary hiring of a 
replacement, the city needs to decide whether to fill the position permanently or to 
continue the temporary placement, depending primarily on the long-term needs of the 
office. 

The next twelve months or more will be a period of transition. After 
implementation of the new computer system in early 1995, the vendor programmed 
changes to the system to match functions of the old system. The clerks office, as of June 
30,1995, discontinued operation of its old computer system. The court can anticipate 
many months of learning all of the essential features of the system and how the system will 
affect the workflow of the office. 

That the court has experienced a backlog on the issuance of warrants since the 
beginning of 1995 is an indication that current staffing levels should not now, or in the 
foreseeable future, be reduced to two full-time clerks. 

Recommendation No. 9 
One deputy clerk should be hired on a temporary or permanent basis to 
maintain staffing of the clerk of court’s office at three for at least the next 12 
months. 

As part of this study, the NCSC conducted a survey of twelve other municipal 
courts from Texas jurisdictions of similar size and caseloads. Of the courts surveyed, as 
one would expect, those with larger clerical staffs experienced fewer backlogs, and felt 
less pressure in handling daily tasks. Those with clerical staffs of two persons, 
experienced more backlogs. Reasons cited for backlogs included the number of functions 
and tasks each clerk had to deal with in a day, and disruptions in these tasks dealing with 
the public at the cashier’s window. Most of the two person staffs reported they could get 
more accomplished and reduce backlogs with the addition of even one temporary or part- 
time person to handle window operations. 

One method of determining the staff needs of the office is determining the number 
of cases processed per employee of comparable courts. The courts were selected for 
similarity in case filings and population of the city which the court serves. All of the 
courts have some degree of automation. Traffic and non-traffic filings for 1994 are used 
as the measure of case processing. Figure 2 shows for all 13 municipal courts, in order of 

~~ 
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increasing filing volumes, how Rosenberg's court compares to other courts if the clerk's 
office has clerks. 

Figure 2 
Cases Processed Per Employee 

(Anow Indicates Rosenberg's Position With Two Clerks) 

Comparable Munlclpd Couris in Order d Increasing Filing Volumes 

Two clerks in the Rosenberg court would process 4,182 cases, compared to 1,500 
cases in Weslaco and 4,250 cases in Big Spring. (Denison, with 9,215 Seems high, but 
was confirmed upon further inquiry.) This puts Rosenberg in the high range, althougb 
several other courts are operating at that capacity. 

For comparison, Figure 3 shows for all 13 municipal courts, in order of increasing 
filing volumes, how Rosenberg's court compares to other courts if the clerks office has 

clerks. 

s - -  v 
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-re 3 
Cases Processed Per Employee 

(Arrow Indicates Rosenberg's Position With Three Clerks) 
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Comporcrble Municlpd Courts fn Order of Increosing filing Volumes 

At a staffing level of three clerks, Rosenberg is in the middle of the range, and 
numerically is the median. This method of analysis is designed to determine a proposed 
staffing level comparable to similar courts, whether at an extreme or somewhere in the 
middle. Based on this analysis, the proper staffing level for the clerk's office is three. This 
conclusion assumes that W i c  citation issuance in Rosenberg will be maintained at 1994 
levels. 

Regardless of case filings, a major issue to consider in determining staff levels is 
implementation of the new automation system. During the transition to the new system, in 
order to recover from understaffing in the past, the third clerk should be added on a 
temporary or permanent basis. While staff are learning the practicalities and nuances of 
the new system, production will probably decline somewhat until staff are more 
accustomed to the system. Further, if the system does not perform as expected, or does 
not make staff perform their functions more effectively, staff will continue to have 
difficulty in keeping up and staffing should remain at three. On the other hand, the 
automation system may make staff so productive that a part-time clerk (a total of 2.5 full 
time equivalents) may be adequate to meet the office's needs, making a regular part-time 
position a desirable option at some point. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that in the event police risources are again 
increased to cite traffic violations, the increased volume would impact the c o w  
negatively, resulting in even more backlogs than are currently being experienced. 

- 
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Therefore, clerical staff should be maintained at current levels, even with the use of a 
temporary clerk, at least until it can be determined whether the new automation system 
will be effective. 

F. Associate Judge Position 

Recornmendabon No. 10 
The clerk of the court should be given the added responsibility and title of 
associate judge in order to handle what are essentially administrative duties, 
without requiring personal approval of the judge, including approving or 
modifying payment plans, accepting proof that defendants have complied 
with conditions of their sentences, and accepting guilty pleas at the cashier’s 
window. 

During NCSC staff interviews with Judge Baker, he articulated a plan to increase 
the responsibilities of the clerk of the court by making her associate judge of the 
municipal court, which the NCSC staff endorses. Although this proposal should be 
carefully considered, the city charter and local ordinances allow wide latitude in which to 
defiie the role of a municipal judge as the city deems proper. From interviews with the 
municipal court judge, the powers given to this position would be greatly limited, and 
specific guidelines would be implemented as to what these duties would entail. 

The functions of this position would be entirely ministerial and administrative. 
Responsibilities would include accepting guilty pleas at the cashier’s window; approving 
or modifying payment plans; and approving compliance in cases involving expired motor 
vehicle inspections, expired drivers license, and defective equipment, and financial 
responsibility cases, such as lack of insurance. These procedures would allow many traffic 
cases to be handled administratively rather than having defendants wait for or come back 
for a court session. If the defendant disagreed with the decision of the associate judge, the 
defendant would have to see the judge at a regular court session. 

Chapter 29 of the Government Code4 provides that a home-rule city shall establish 
by charter or ordinance the position of judge (and associate judge if desired), and 
municipal court clerk. The city can appoint these positions for no less than two year 
terms. 

V.T.C.A., Government Code, section 20.007, Municipal Court Panels or Divisions; Temporary Judges. 
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One person cannot hold two titles, namely, associate judge and clerk of court. 
One person can, however, while acting as associate judge, also act as clerk of court. In 
order to qualify as an associate judge, a person must attend the prescribed training offered 
by the Texas Municipal Court Training Center. Training includes instruction concerning 
the boundary between a clerk's authority and a judge's authority. Distinguishing the two 
roles requires a certain amount of judgment, but it is not an impossible task, as indicated 
by a growing number of smaller communities in Texas that have adopted this mode of 
operation. 

Although the associate judge would be assigned essentially administrative duties 
with little discretion, the clerk of the court voiced some reservations during the site visit 
about assuming this role. Her role as associate judge, however, would be carefully 
defined, and she would be trained. These measures should alleviate any concerns she may 
have with the added responsibilities or with any liability issues. 

Concerns regarding liability issues should not present a stumbling block to 
implementation of this plan. All civil servants acting within the scope of their duties enjoy 
broad personal immunity for their official acts. judges as a class have the broadest 
immunity of all. They are immune from all acts executed in their capacity as judicial 
officers. Further, Judge Baker's proposal has the associate judge modifying administrative 
details of sentences previously ordered, as well as approving or accepting evidence of 
performance of conditions of probation. If she refuses for any reason to approve a 
request, that defendant could immediately elect to remove the matter to the municipal 
judge himself. Because defendants could, in effect, appeal administrative decisions of the 
associate judge, they would have no grounds to proceed legally against the associate 
judge. 

G. Permanency of the Current Judge's Appointment 

One of the issues raised verbally during the site visit was whether the current 
judge's status should be made "regular" status. Staffing issues are always sensitive. 
NCSC staff had limited but sufficient opportunity to interview the judge and observe court 
sessions in order to form an opinion. 

Recommendation No. 11 
The current municipal judge has instituted a number of procedural and 
substantive improvements during his tenure with the court, and the city 
should consider making his status regular part-time. 
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Although the judge was not appointed on a regular ("permanent") status, he 
undertook to make substantial changes from the way the court was run under his 
predecessor. He has exercised good judgment and made practical improvements to the 
court's operation. 

The judge, for example, instituted evening arraignment and evening bench and jury 
trials to accommodate working people who have received citations. As another example, 
the judge has also devised a creative method of dealing with one of the nation's most 
pervasive and endemic problems: how to enforce compliance with a probation order to 
maintain financial responsibility for one's vehicle. Traffic defendants nationwide, on a 
charge of not carrying car insurance, are notorious for presenting proof of insurance to a 
judge and then immediately canceling insurance, or for purchasing insurance for only one 
week to comply, on the surface, with the requirement. This judge requires defendants 
charged with this to appear monthly and present evidence of insurance, rather than simply 
order payment of a fine without any assurance that the defendant will actually carry 
insurance. 

The judge is aware of the requirements of the code of judicial ethics prohibiting ex 

parte  proceeding^,^ and conducts the court's business in a business-like and forthright 
manner. He is committed to dispensing justice in an even-handed manner, treating all 
defendants with the respect and fairness to which they are entitled, yet dealing with them 
firmly or leniently as the situation demands. NCSC staff make this recommendation 
without reservation. 

The judge has devoted substantial paid and personal time to improvement of court 
processes, and has additional ideas to implement as time and opportunity permit. NCSC 
staff have adopted as recommendations in this report several suggestions made by the 
judge, and recommend his continued tenure. 

H. Additional Court Sessions 

One of the questions posed by the city was whether there is a need for additional 
hours for the judge to be available for court sessions. There are inevitable comparisons 
between the incumbent and his predecessor. 

Recom mendab 'on No, 1 2 

Under this requirement judges are not permitted to talk privately with any party to a lawsuit about the 
merits of the case without the other party being present. The American legal system requires 
representatives of both sides to be present to have the opportunity to counter the other side's assertions. 

Ndional Cenrer for State Courts Final Repon 
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Although there is no obvious need for additional court sessions, the 
municipal court may wish to consider implementing the city's public service 
ethic to an even greater degree by experimenting with holding Saturday 
and/or more evening sessions in order to accommodate people who cannot 
take advantage of current schedules. 

The City of Rosenberg is predominantly a working class community, with the 
overwhelming majority of people working 8:OO to 5:oO Monday through Friday. The 
judge currently conducts traffic arraignments every Monday, Wednesday and Friday 
morning; night court arraignments the fourth Tuesday of each month; bench trials the 
second Wednesday evening of each month; jury trials the fourth Wednesday evening of 
every month; and jail calls on Saturdays and Sundays when necessary. 

Approximately half of the similar size courts surveyed hold at least one evening 
court session per month, including Rosenberg. Four courts hold more evening sessions 
than Rosenberg, but eight hold only one or none. Nationwide it is rare to find evening 
court sessions, putting Rosenberg in a leading position in this respect. 

A primary goal of any court should be providing adequate access to justice. This 
philosophy can take several forms, including providing quality customer service, easy to 
understand directions and instructions relating to court proceedings, as well as providing 
convenient hours for the public to take care of their legal matters. The current municipal 
judge holds evening court sessions for arraignments and trials. NCSC staff commend this 
because court sessions outside of regular business hours are relatively rare in American 
courts, and reflect the judge's individual philosophy and the city government's philosophy 
of customer service. The survey of 12 other municipal courts of similar size in Texas 
showed that although many of the courts did not hold any evening or weekend sessions, 
other courts held at least one evening session a month. 

The NCSC staff did not hear any criticism of the judge's choice of days and times 
for court sessions. In order to provide even better service to the public, the NCSC staff 
recommends that the court consider experimenting with implementing another evening 
session and perhaps a Saturday session to assure accommodating all court users. By 
temporarily instituting shifted or added sessions, the court can determine whether the 
benefits derived from these additional sessions would be more convenient to court users, 
and increase attendance at hearings and arraignments, potentially increasing frne and fee 
collections. , 
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An alternate court schedule is suggested in Table 4 below in which the first Friday 
morning traffic arraignment of the month is shifted to Saturday morning. Otherwise, the 
table shows the current court session schedule. 
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Monday 

Morning 
traffic 
maignment 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 
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from Current Schedule in Italics) 

Tuesday Wednesday Thursday 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

-Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

-Evening 
bench trials 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

Evening -Morning 
traffic traffic 
arraignment arraignment 

-Evening 
jury trials 

Table 4 

Week 1 

Week 2 

Week 3 

Week 4 

Sunday 

Jail call 
(when 
needed) 

Jail Call 

Jail Call 

Jail  Call 

Friday 

(Shifted to 
Saturday) 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

~ 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

Morning 
traffic 
arraignment 

Saturday 

-Morning 

arraignment 

-Jail call (when 
needed) 

Jail call (when 
needed) 

W F C  

Jail call (when 
needed) 

Jail call (when 
needed) 

The clerk of court's office will need to staff these court sessions with at least one 
person. Currently a clerk either is paid overtime, or takes time off from regular court 
hours in order to be present during evening sessions to avoid overtime pay regulations. 
The same arrangement can be extended for the recommended experimental Saturday 
morning hours. 

I. Language Interpretation Needs of the Court 

About half of the city council members interviewed expressed interest that non- 
English speakers should be able to converse with court staff in Spanish. 

Recom mendab 'on No. 13 
Because of the high numbers of court users who do not speak English, or who 
do not speak English well enough to understand court proceedings, the court 
should find some method of providing Spanish interpretation services, 
preferably using an interpreter pool within city hall or community 
volunteers. 

National Center for Stare Courts Final Report 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Rosenberg Municipal Court Management Review Page 42 -- 
The population of Rosenberg is approximately 50% Hispanic, and therefore many 

of the people appearing in the court or merely seeking information do not speak English at 
all, or do not know enough English to understand court processes.6 A few defendants 
observed at arraignment required interpretation to understand court proceedings, and 
clerks reported that occasionally a person at the clerk's window required interpretation. 
The one clerk with bilingual abilities was scheduled to retire shortly after the time of the 
site visit. 

Rosenberg is one of four cities surveyed whose population is 45% Hispanic or 
more. It is the only one of the four with no bilingual staff in the clerk's office. Of the six 
cities in the next tier -- 25% to 40% Hispanic -- only one has bilingual staff in the clerk's 
office. No court surveyed makes Spanish bilingual ability a job requirement. 

It is important that a court of law provide access to justice for all residents of the 
community. In this case, this means providing interpreters to those who do not speak 
English well enough to understand court proceedings or any sanctions that may be 
imposed against them. Because of budget constraints and the added costs associated with 
requiring a court clerk to be bilingual, creative methods should be developed to deal with 
this issue. 

Several methods of providing interpreters would be viable alternatives for the 
Rosenberg municipal court. For example, two or more clerks from within the departments 
that operate within city hall could be designated as "on-call" interpreters, providing their 
services for scheduled court appearances, or whenever non-English speaking people need 
an interpreter while at the clerks window. The same procedures could be implemented in 
any city department needing interpretation services. These on-call interpreters would 
receive compensation for their services, the cost of which would be shared by all the 
departments within the municipal building that need them. 

Another alternative that may be more cost-effective and provide for better logistics 
and that could be used in conjunction with the first alternative above, would be for the 
court to recruit several interpreters from the community on a volunteer basis. Many 
communities incorporate a program known as the Retired Services Volunteer Program 

The percentage of people appearing in court or seeking information who cannot adequately 
communicate in English is not exactly known, although estimates of 70% are given. Although substantial 
numbers of the people in the community are Hispanic, many can effectively communicate in English. The 
city or, specifically, the court should survey city hall users on their language abilities to determine the 
actual need for bilingual services. 
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(RSVP) into the regular services they provide. These retired volunteers perform many 
functions a community could not otherwise afford to provide to its citizens. A program 
similar to this would be an excellent way for the municipal court to provide interpreters 
both at the cashier's window, and for court proceedings. 

In order for this option to work efficiently, volunteer time could be allocated 
among city departments so that interpreters would only be required to spend a few hours 
on selected days at city hall. For example, one volunteer could work from opening until 
noon at the clerk's office, and a second volunteer could work from noon until closing. 
Further, the court may wish to consider setting aside one arraignment day during the 
week, and one weekend arraignment day for court users requiring interpreter services. 
This would provide more structure to the time frames for when interpreters are needed by 
the court. Because trial dates are set well in advance, provisions can be made for 
interpreters to be present. 

If volunteers cannot be found, another option that may be available to the court is 
to employ Spanish-language majors with adequate language ability from area community 
colleges or universities. This option would operate similar to the volunteer program and 
would provide experience to the students. This would also be an economical option in 
that interns would provide interpreting services for course credit or merely experience and 
not for pay. 

If the above options were not viable or needed a supplement or back-up the court 
could consider using is the AT&T Language Line@. The charge for the use of this line is 
approximately $1.60 per minute, and interpreters used by AT&T are qualified to handle 
most language barriers that could conceivably exist in the municipal court, including 
languages other than Spanish. Gwen the high cost of the use of the telephone 
interpretation service, it should only be used when in-house interpreters are not avdable 
within a predetermined time of a request for their services. 

Other alternatives include using interpreters performing their community service 
obligation, or allowing court users to bring their own interpreters. These options, 
although inexpensive, may present several problems. Principally, there may be no way for 
the court to know whether these interpreters understand court proceedings or terminology 
well enough to provide effective interpreting services. In addition, one cannot be certain 
of the goodwill of community service defendants in performing the interpretation without 
doing some mischief. 
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One method to reduce the risk of an interpreter providing misinformation to a 
defendant or to the court, is to require a basic threshold, ten-question multiple choice test 
of commonly used legal terminology that the potential interpreter must take and pass 
before being allowed to provide interpretation services. Several versions of the test can be 
made available so the answers are not memorized or passed on to someone else. This 
testing process can also be used to determine the competency of volunteers or interns used 
as interpreters. Although this process will not guarantee that these uncertified interpreters 
will be totally competent, it will allow the municipal court to determine whether those 
brought to the court are minimally competent to provide interpreting serv i~es .~  Even 
though this option may not be the most desirable, given the resources and finances most 
communities such as Rosenberg must deal with in providing interpreter services, use of 
community service people is certainly a viable option that should be given consideration. 

Several states are in the process of developing sucb tests of language competence. The NCSC will 
provide copies of Spanish-language tests as soon as they become available. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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V. ANALYSIS OF CLERICAL FUNCTIONS AND AUTOMATION 

The RFP requested an assessment and recommendations concerning the court's 
clerical functions, records management, and automation. 

A. Need For a Standard Operating Manual of Procedures 

The court clerks office is small enough (three staff) that no manual of procedures 
exists. One clerk (until recently) has worked in the court for many years and knows 
procedures thoroughly. 

Jtecommendation No. 14 
The court should consider developing a standard operating procedure 
manual if a suitable alternative cannot be obtained from the Texas 
Municipal Court Training Center. 

Several benefits can accrue from creating a procedures manual. First, staff 
turnover and the need for initial and continuing training create an impetus to document 
work procedures. Many courts nationwide have created procedures manuals. Second, the 
office as a whole would benefit from participation by all staff in creation and annual review 
of procedures. Every staff member has potentially useful ideas that could improve office 
procedures and solve perennial problems. 

On the negative side, two points need to be considered before deciding to create a 
procedure manual. First, a certain amount of time and effort must be expended to create 
and later to update a procedure manual. Procedures change from time to time, and 
documentation is easily overlooked in the press of business. Second, a manual must be 
designed to be easily used, or it will be ignored. It is not uncommon to hear in courts, "I 
do not have time to look something up in the manual; I'll just ask someone." Therefore 
the costs must be weighed against the benefits. 

If a manual or a reasonable facsimile has been created by the Texas Municipal 
Court Training Center, the effort of an in-house development would be saved, but the 
benefit from the development process would not accrue. The manual produced by the 
Texas Municipal Court Training Center that project staff reviewed briefly in the judge's 
chambers was a thorough treatment of such topics as complaints, docketing, warrants, and 
bonds. While this is good as a reference, it is not readily understandable by subordinate 
staff in the clerk's office. Some other kind of tool would be helpful for internal training of 
clerks (and when new clerks join the office). 

National Center for State Couns Final Report 
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A flowchart of the court's operation from issuance of a citation to disposition of a 
case is set forth in Appendix C. This may serve as a starting point for development of a 
user-friendly operating procedures manual. 

Appendix C reflects current operating procedure, including preparation and 
updating of the criminal history index card ("docket card") which is recommended in this 
report for discontinuance. The old saying goes that "one picture is worth a thousand 
word". The flowchart depicts information not easily communicated or comprehended 
through prose. 

B. Fine Payment Procedures 

Fine payment procedures can be considered part of the fine collection process, but 
are addressed here as a clerical function. The recommendations would improve both 
office procedures and collections. 

Pavment of Fines bv Mail 

In every court some percentage of guilty pleas and fine payments are mailed in by 
defendants. A court's acceptance of mailed payments reflects the philosophy that the 
court should make it as easy as possible to comply.* The court is considering plans to 
encourage fine payments by mail. 

Recommendation No. 15 
The court should promote payment by mail. It could minimize start- 
up costs of encouraging mail-in payments by printing envelopes with 
the court's address and a small flyer in English and Spanish 
explaining, in plain language, the plea alternatives, the procedure for 
mailing payment, and the procedure for taking the defensive driving 
course. Police officers should be instructed to hand an envelope 
and/or flyer to every traffic violator. 

One workflow advantage of payment by mail is that clerks can process mailed 
payments at their convenience during the day rather than at the window, when being called 
to the window may have interrupted some other ofice process. Also, given the choice of 
paying by mail or paying in person, many people will choose the former because of 

Most courts accept payment by personal check, and some which do not accept checks at the clerks office 
will accept a mailed check rather than turn away money. 

Fina 1 Rep0 n National Center for State C o w s  
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personal convenience. The easier the court can offer compliance, the more people will 
comply. 

In an effort to increase the number of payments by mail, several courts nationwide 
have persuaded law enforcement officers to give traffic offenders an envelope addressed 
to the clerk along with the citation or a schedule of fine amounts by offense. Not only 
does the use of a distinctive pre-addressed envelope facilitate the handling of payments, 
courts report that providing traffic defendants with written payment information at the 
time of the stop substantially reduces the number of inquiry calls to the court The 
defensive driving alternative can also be further explained in the flyer. Some courts use a 
special citation form constructed with an envelope attached, although this requires a more 
specialized (and expensive) envelope design. 

Although the proposed flyer would duplicate some information on the reverse side 
of the citation, it would be in a format more conducive to being read and understood. 
Examples from other jurisdictions are set forth in Appendix D. Example 1, from Joplin, 
Missouri, is an information sheet from Joplin Municipal Court, describing the court in 
general terms, and the plea alternatives under Missouri law. Example 2, from Mesa 
Municipal Court in Arizona, is an envelope with a double flap (front and back) with five 
panels of information on defensive driving school, mail deposit and requesting a trial, 
paying violation by mad, the fine schedule, and a general notice. Example 3, from 
Orlando, Florida, is a pre-addressed envelope and an insert with information on options in 
responding to the citation: mail payment, request driving improvement school, request a 
court date, and appear in person. Example 4, from Miami, Florida, is an EnglisWSpanish 
envelope insert for violators of the state's automobile child restraint law. These examples 
are intended to provide alternatives for the court's designing of its own flyer or mailer. 

The court should also adopt a policy for mailed payments that do not exactly 
match the fine due. Rather than refuse and return inexact amounts, it would be a better 
policy to retain the funds and respond with a demand letter for the balance due or with a 
refund. For administrative convenience, the court might establish a minimal level (a few 
dollars) of over- or under-payment that will be accepted by the court without adjustment. 
Staff would be instructed to deposit the funds and show the account satisfied without 
further action if the payment fell within the range established by policy. For over- 
payments, a refund would be sent only if the defendant requested one. 

~ 
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Payment by Personal Check 

NCSC staff discovered that the court accepts payments only in cash or money 
order. A majority of courts in the U.S. accept personal checks under some circumstances. 

Recommendabon No, 16 

The municipal court should consider taking payments of fines by 
personal check and develop some policies and procedures for dealing 
with checks with non-sufficient funds. 

The philosophy of courts that accept personal checks is to make payment as easy 
as possible for defendants. Most report that bad checks represent a small percentage of 
those received and are not a significant problem. Defendants are ordered to resubmit 
payment by cash or money order along with a processing fee (usually about $20). If the 
defendant fails to pay as ordered, the case is processed like other delinquent payment. 

As a guide to implementing such a policy, the court can consider the following: 

Is it good policy to make payment as convenient as possible for a 
defendant? 

Should availability of funds be verified before accepting personal 
checks? 

What administrative procedures should exist for bounced checks? 
Should the court maintain a list of defendants who have "bounced" 
checks and refuse to accept future payments by check? 

Can the court legally impose a fee or service charge for non- 
sufficient funds (NSF) check (either a flat amount or a percentage)? 
If a fee is imposed, is it adequate to cover the costs of processing a 
bad check (assuming that costs can be determined)? 

C. Records Management Background 

The strong archival needs of court systems are often not understood by outsiders. 
Most business decision-making is focused on the future. Business decisions are essentially 
predictions, that is, if certain things are done, then certain consequences will follow. The 
past is not a matter of great concern except insofar as it improves one's ability to predict 
the future. 

Courts, on the other hand, are concerned with decisions that fix rights and duties. 
Criminal courts deal with persons alleged to have violated laws or ordinances. Past 
violations affect the way courts look at new violations and frequently enhance the 
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sentences or fines that can be imposed. Therefore, courts have an interest in preserving 
records far greater than that found in the rest of society. Paperwork and records become 
more of an end in themselves than we are accustomed to seeing elsewhere. 

The media selected for long-term storage must be carefully assessed. Those who 
have worked with old court records know that inks fade and papers decay. Boxes in 
which records are stored sometimes eat the records they are storing. Current electronic 
storage methods have not been in existence any great length of time. Technology is 
changing very rapidly, creating a new kind of problem. Records stored electronically in 
1995's technological forms may not be accessible by 2005's computer systems, even 
though they still exist. 

If court documents have retention periods of more than a few years, optical disk 
imaging may not be not a suitable archival medium. The Association for Information and 
Image Management (AIIM) in a technical report makes it clear that the use of optical 
disks as storage media for long-term and permanent public records is unsatisfactory for 
two reasons: (1) the stability characteristics of optical recording media are claimed on the 
basis of accelerated aging tests, but none satisfy storage requirements for permanent 
public records; and (2) information recorded on optical recording media is dependent on 
specific hardware and software configurations that have, based on recent history, limited 
service lives.9 One needs only to think of 8-track audio tapes and Beta video tapes to 
realize that some storage technologies are relatively enduring and some are not, and one 
can cite examples in computer storage technology. 

D. Records Retention Schedules 

Records management as defined by the Texas Local Government Code means: 

"the application of management techniques to the creation, use, 
maintenance, retention, preservation, and disposal of records for the 
purposes of reducing the costs and improving the efficiency of 
recordkeeping" .IO 

Records and information are not unlike physical, capital, and human resources of the 
community. The court spend tax dollars and time creating, receiving, and maintaining 
records, and good management of records benefits the court and the community. 

"The Use of Optical Disks for Public Records," Association for Information and Image Management, 
AIIM TR25-1990, pp. 21-23. 

lo V.T.C.A., Local Government Code, section 201.003, Defmitions. 
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The court appears to be keeping records reasonably required to conduct its 
business. By comparison to some other courts in the nation visited by NCSC staff, the 
clerks office in Rosenberg was relatively uncluttered, indicating control over the records 
created, received, and maintained by the court. Further, random sampling of court files 
revealed nothing unusual about the files reviewed, indicating that the paperwork 
maintained was sufficient to perform the work of the court and not irrelevant or 
redundant. 

The court appears to take a practical approach in its records retention program. 
When a case file is closed (dismissed or otherwise adjudicated) and the time for appeal has 
passed, files are stored in cartons in a storage room or an off-site location. The Texas 
statute governing local records states: 

"(12) Records control schedule" means a document prepared by or 
under the authority of a records management officer listing the 
records maintained by a local government or an elective county 
office, their retention periods, and other records disposition 
information that the records management program in each local 
government or elective county office may require."Il 

The city's record retention schedule (dated August, 1994), set forth in Appendix 
E, specifies retention of records by type of record. Overall it conforms to generally 
accepted standards, with a few exceptions. 

Recommendabon No, 1 7 

The municipal court should change its record retention schedule in 
the following ways: 

A. Case papers in record number 2350.03 should be retained 
for three years after case initiation instead of five years 
after offense. 
Unserved arrest warrants, also in record number 2350.03, 
should be retained for two years after issuance instead of 
four years. 

The "Disposition" column of the record retention schedule 
should specify "Destroy" instead of "Destroy. Municipal 
Court maintains record copy". 

B. 

C. 

V.T.C.A., Local Government Code, section 203.042(a), Retention Periods. 

z 
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D. The reference in record number 2350.04 to "Docket/docket 
sheets" should be replaced by "Index of cases, including 
traffic offenses & violations of municipal ordinances". 

"Reports to state agencies" in record number 2350.08 
should be reduced from five years to one year. 

E. 

Item A conforms to the practice in municipal courts nationwide, where reference is 
made to the date the case came to court rather than the offense date. Five years retention 
is unnecessarily long because three years is adequate time to resolve cases and refer to 
case records before destruction. 

Item B conforms to the practice in municipal courts nationwide. It is generally 
accepted that warrants for offenses adjudicated in a municipal court become stale after 
more than a year or two. If the accused has never made an appearance and is 
apprehended within that period, the defendant can be arraigned although it is possible that 
the officer who issued the citation is no longer a member of the police force, or that the 
officer can remember the facts well enough to testify at trial. 

Item C clarifies an ambiguity, stating that the municipal court's copy will be 
destroyed. Current language implies that although someone can destroy their copy of the 
record, the court will maintain a "record copy", presumably an official copy, perhaps 
indefinitely. The purpose of the schedule is to destroy records that are no longer useful. 

Item D reflects the computerized reality of the court's record system. The idea 
behind this record retention rule is to keep a summary of each case history for a longer 
period than the case papers are retained. The case history (the so-called docket sheet) 
should include the basic information of defendant name and other identification 
information, offense, date, citation, case number, and disposition. This information will be 
retrievable by defendant name or other key fields. Currently the case jacket of each case 
contains this case information, which is duplicated on the criminal history index card 
("docket card"). Project staff recommend below discontinuing the card system as 
duplication of effort. 

Item E questions the need for keeping information sent to the Office of Court 
Administration longer than one year. If there were some question about that information, 
it would certainly arise during the year following submission. The information is published 
by that ofice and backup information is hardly necessary unless there has been some 
particular difficulty in the past. 

National Center for Slate Courts Final Report 
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E. Criminal History Index Cards 

One records management issue is the set of 50,000 - 60,000 five-by-seven-inch 
index cards on which are recorded the history, by defendant name, of cases filed in the 
court, dating back a period of many years. The judge uses this information occasionally 
because it has defendants' criminal history in the court. The state driving history, by 
comparison, is purged every three years. The police also use the index cards in 
investigations. 

The court has considered two alternatives: (1) culling index cards to retain only 
defendants with cases no more than five years old, and (2) optically scanning the entire 
card collection to preserve the criminal history of court cases. These are both feasible 
alternatives, and deserve some examination. 

Recommendation No. 18 
The clerk's office should discontinue creating and updating the 
criminal history index cards, and should cull the existing cards, 
retaining only defendants with cases no more than five years old, as 
soon as staff levels permit performing this task. 

The new computer system will maintain the criminal history of defendants 
recorded in the system. After a defendant pleads guilty or is found guilty, if the judge 
wants to determine whether or not to enhance punishment, he will look up (or have a clerk 
look up) the defendant in the system, or check the file of criminal history index cards. 

As a practical matter, criminal history in municipal courts has diminishing value as 
the time period grows longer. The state keeps driving history for three years. The court's 
desire to keep a slightly longer history is not unreasonable, but continuing to create and 
update cards is duplication of effort. . 

Perhaps as many as one-quarter or one-third of the cards may qualify for culling. 
Sampling one hundred consecutive cards anywhere in the index, or every 10th card, would 
provide a fairly accurate estimate of how many cards would be culled. 

The manual operation of culling cards using this simple criteria will not be 
extremely time-consuming for a single card, but the time needed to examine more than 
50,000 cards will consume substantial time. In addition, it is fairly low priority work. If 
trustworthy community volunteers could be found to do the culling, the court could save 
substantial effort during the coming period of transition in the clerk's office. Every effort 
should be made to assure that volunteers are trustworthy because of proximity in the work 
area to the court's cash drawer. 

National Cenler for State Courts Final Report 
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F. Automating the Criminal History into an Information System 

Once the new computer system is fully implemented, criminal history from that 
time forward will be maintained in that system. Only cases pre-dating the new system 
would need to be separately automated. Two alternatives exist for automating the 
criminal history records of the court that remain after culling. 

Recommendation No. 19 
If the court and the police desire to automate the court's criminal 
history records, they should consider either (1) scanning the index 
cards and loading the images on a CD-ROM disc, or (2) data entering 
the information into a database. 

The first issue of automating the information on the criminal history index cards is 
whether having the information available by computer will be so beneficial as to justify the 
expense of automating the information. Benefit can be measured by time saved when 
inquiring on-line from the police department, compared with going to the clerks office to 
locate a card, if one exists. If the judge desires to see criminal history, he merely goes to 
the next room where the cards are located. 

The benefits must be weighed against the costs. Both recommended alternatives 
involve some combination of software licensing cost, hardware cost, and staff cost. In the 
end, staff cost is usually the greatest of these. 

In the first alternative, when each card is scanned by a clerk in the process of 
loading the CD-ROM, the defendant's name and the case number of each case would have 
to be data entered into an index program located preferably on the computer system used 
by the police and the court, or on a stand-alone PC. In either case, the computer would 
need to be connected to the CD-ROM dnve. When someone inquired into criminal 
history, they would logically use either the defendant's name or a case number to locate 
the desired information. The index program would locate the card image on the CD-ROM 
and display the image to the user. 

In the second alternative, information from each card is data entered into a 
database which would permit on-line inquiry using the defendant's name, case number, or 
other additional fields designated as key fields during design of the database. Cases less 
than five years old would be data entered, and cases on the same card more than five years 
old could be eliminated by not entering them. The database would preferably be located 
on the police and court computer to enable the police to access the data, or it could be 
located on a stand-alone PC in either the clerk's office or the police department. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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Using a CD-ROM system for criminal history alone probably would not justify the 
cost of the hardware and software. The court has no other potential use for CD-ROM 
technology. Although the cost of storing data on a CD-ROM system has decreased over 
the last several years, other methods of preserving the data such as microfilming are less 
expensive, although data retrieval is easier using CD-ROM. Lf the police department has 
other applications of CD-ROM, preserving criminal history on CD-ROM may be merely 
an adjunct to other uses. 

G. Legal Status of Optically Scanned Documents 

One question posed by the city is, if the city optically scans documents, do forms 
with original signatures have to be saved? 

Recommendation No. 2Q 
The city attorney should maintain current knowledge of the status 
and retention requirements of optically scanned documents under 
Texas law as city departments, including the court, adopt imaging 
technology for document storage and retrieval. 

Texas law authorizes electronic storage of records as follows: 

"Any local government record may be stored electronically in addition 
to or instead of source documents in paper or other media, subject to 
the requirements of this chapter and rules adopted under it."I2 

Although the city attorney should confirm the interpretation, it appears that paper and 
electronic records have equal status, including an original signature and the image of a 
signature. In illustration of this, an attorney general's opinion states than a justice of the 
peace is not required to maintain hard copy of a criminal docket if he or she has chosen to 
maintain such records e1e~tronically.l~ 

H. Automated Case Management System Background 

The city requests an opinion on the adequacy of the court's automated system and 
related matters. 

At the time of the site visit, case information was being entered into both old and 
new information systems in parallel, creating a considerable burden on court staff. At such 

l 2  V.T.C.A., Local Government Code, section 205.002, Authorization. 

l 3  Op.Atty.Gen.1992, NO. DM-139. 
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time as modifications to the new system would be complete, use of the old system would 
be discontinued. As of June 30,1995, computer operations were transferred completely 
to the new system. 

The Themis Court Management System, which runs on an IBM AS/400 midrange 
computer, is integrated with the Aegis police department system.I4 The court 
management system is not integrated with the city's financial management system, but 
produces a transaction report used for manual posting to the general ledger. 

The system was modified to print labels containing all pertinent information about 
the case that are applied to a folder holding the citation. The information on the label 
includes the defendant's name, date of birth, citation number, type of violation, case 
number, violation and appearance dates, scheduled fine, costs to be paid to the state, and 
total fine and costs. The judge, at the defendant's court appearance can at a glance grasp 
the specifics of the case, particularly the costs to be paid to the state. When the judge 
knows the amount to be paid to the state, he is able to sentence the defendant and make 
certain that the city will not receive less that it must remit. One citation can accommodate 
up to four violations, and one label prints for each violation. The new system has been 
programmed to perform this function. 

Capabilities of the N ewInformatio n Svstem - 

Although project staff did not have an opportunity to review operation of the court 
management system at length and in depth, they were able to evaluate its capabilities based 
on information in the user's manual and operations manual furnished with the system. The 
new information system appears to be a full-function case management system suitable for 
a limited jurisdiction court. 

One of the strong points of the court management system is being integrated with 
the police system and, potentially, the financial management system. Many municipal 
courts nationwide suffer from operating a case docketing system isolated from either the 
police system or the city's financial system, or both. In these situations, the police have 
difficulty obtaining information from the court's system, and vice-versa, and data must be 
entered once into each system, essentially duplicating a substantial amount of work. The 
same problems apply where the court system is not integrated with a financial management 

l4 Themis Court Management System 4.2, licensed from New World Systems Corporation, Troy, 
Michigan. The court component is integrated with the AEGIS ticket and arrest modules operated by the 
police department. 
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system: cash transactions are recorded in the system "after the fact", and accounting 
transactions must be generated manually. In Rosenberg's case, an automated cash register 
function records line payments at the time they occur. 

I. Data Entry Responsibilities 

Currently the court clerks enters information from most of the citations into the 
information system. In general terms, one goal of information systems implementation is 
entry of data at its origination point which, in this instance, is the officer who wrote the 
ticket. 

Pecom mendabon No. 21 
The police department should make all reasonable efforts to 
accomplish data entry of the citations it generates into the case 
management system. 

The officer who wrote the ticket is most familiar with the information and is less 
likely to make mistakes in entering the data. In courts nationwide court clerks typically 
have some difficulty reading officers' handwriting, and this potential problem is eliminated 
when the officer enters the data. 

Currently a dispatcher does some data entry, which makes good use of time not 
spent doing dispatching. Data entry is most accurately performed, however, without 
interruptions. The question of whether the officer or the dispatcher does the data entry is 
properly left to management in the police department. Regardless of who in the police 
department enters citations, the locus of citation data entry should be in the police 
dep artrn en t. 

J. Case Management Reports 

The court management system is designed to generate a number of case 
management reports. The entire list of 23 reports is listed in Appendix F for reference 
and is a fairly complete set. A clerk will be able to generate any given report using the 
following parameters to select cases: 

Daterange, 
As-ofdate, 

Case type, 
Case status, 
Defendant name, 
Hearingtype, 

~ ~~ ~~ 
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Activitytype, 
Judgename, 
Active warrants only, 
New past-due notices only, 
Bond type, and 
Detail or summary hting. 

The judge identified the kinds of information he would like from the information 
system, and many of them match reports generated by the system. Project staff suggest 
additional reports to help manage the adjudication and clerical functions. The information 
system should be able to provide both individual case information and aggregate 
information for optimal management of the court. 

Recommendabon No. 22 

The court should immediately, or as soon as practicable, use the 
following case management reports by implementing the capabilities 
already in the system: 

Individual Case Information 

Al .  Ticklers to track need to enforce payment of fine and 
costs through phone call, letter, or warrant (using 
"Unpaid Cases Report" and "Scheduled Payments Past 
Due"); 

Aggregate Case Information 

B1. The number of pending cases at  the end of each month 
by type of charge (using "Individual Judge Report") 
and by age (using the "Pending Case Report"); 

An analysis of adjudicated cases by aging of accounts 
receivable, in order to inactivate accounts that are, for 
all practical purposes, uncollectible, to provide a 
realistic assessment of the amount of fines and costs the 
court expects to collect (using the "Scheduled Payments 
Past Due" report); 

B2. 

The issue of case management reports is closely connected to the issues of 
caseload analysis, because it affects both the adjudication and clerical functions. From an 
adjudication point of view, a periodic report showing fines by case type permits, for 
example, consistency of sentencing, and allows analysis of sentencing trends over time. 
From a clerical point of view, periodic reports of collection by mailed-in payment and 
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collection rate of installment payment plans can give important clues to potential need for 
shifts of policy and practice, as well as potential need for staffing adjustments. 

A tickler is an automatic notification that some action needs to be taken. The 
system does not appear to have ticklers. The same function can be achieved by entering 
the current date to display defendants who qualify for reminders, warrants, or whatever 
action is required. 

Item A1 will provide clerks with the names of defendants who have failed to make 
a scheduled payment or who have otherwise failed to pay. It would be necessary to run 
this report daily or every-other-day to keep current with delinquent payments. (This is 
part of an enforcement program recommended in the section below on "Collection of 
Fines and Fees".) 

Item A2 will provide clerks with the names of defendants who are required to 
remedy some violation. Although there are screens for entering probation information, no 
sample reports were shown in the manual to enable tracking defendants who faded to 
comply. Possibly entering a date or date range in generating the "Probation Docket" or 
"Probation Report" will provide this information. 

Item B 1 will provide the judge and clerk with information on whether the court is 
keeping up with the cases filed. If the number of pending cases increases in a month, more 
are being filed than disposed; if the number decreases, the court is becoming more current. 

Item B2 will provide information on the collectibility of fines based on their age. 
The older a fine is, the less likely the court will be to collect it. This would be helpful in 
projecting for budgetary purposes the amount of fine revenue the court could expect to 
collect. 

Few courts in the United States have all of the above kinds of information, even 
courts will full-time data processing staffs. These kinds of information, however, would 
enable the court to improve its performance. 

The court should be warned, on the other hand, that one of the traditional 
problems in data processing is generating reports that users never look at, thus wasting 
resources. Court computer users are advised to look something up on-line if possible 
rather than print a report. They also should regularly evaluate the usefulness of the 
information they receive, and modify the procedure when necessary. 

National Center for State Courts Final Report 
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Recommendab 'on No. 23 
In the budget cycle for 1996, the court should request an  
appropriation to contract with the vendor to acquire the following 
case management reports: 

Individual Case Information 

C1. Ticklers indicating warrants ripe for cancellation based 
on time since issuance or address of defendant; 

Aggregate Case Information 

D1. An analysis of adjudicated cases: 

(a) -- Number and amount of fines and fees sentenced 
by type of case during a month; 

(b) -- Number and amount of fines paid during a 
month by mailed-in payment, counter payment, and 
installment payment, either mailed-in or over the 
counter; 

An analysis of the age, gender and ethnic characteristics 
of defendants, to provide information to counteract 
potential complaints based on discrimination; 

D2. 

Item C1 will provide clerks with information on canceling warrants beyond a 
certain age. The court and the police will need to implement a policy on how old a 
warrant should be when it is canceled. A "Wants and Warrants Cancellation" screen exists 
to cancel a warrant, but there is no apparent means to identify them by age. 

Item Dl(a) will provide a profile of the kinds of cases adjudicated in a month. The 
number of fines tells a judge or court manager more than the total amount of fines which 
may include some high fines and some low fines. "Manage the numbers, and the dollars 
will take care of themselves." Based on trends perceived, the court may decide to 
undertake public education related to a particular type of offense. 

Item Dl(b) will provide information on how payments are being made, whether 
mailed in or over the counter. This could be used to evaluate the effectiveness of an 
initiative to increase the number of mailed payments, or it could be used to estimate the 
amount of staff time used in counter service. 

Item D2 will provide information to counteract potential complaints based on 
discrimination. This item is the least urgent of the management reports recommended. 
Whether the court would ever need this information is unpredictable, but at least the age 
portion could be used to profile juvenile problems in the community. 
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Few courts in the United States have all of the above kinds of information, even 
courts will full-time data processing staffs. These kinds of information, however, would 
enable the court to improve its performance. 

The court should be warned, on the other hand, that one of the traditional 
problems in data processing is generating reports that users never look at, thus wasting 
resources. Court computer users are advised to look something up on-line if possible 
rather than print a report. They also should regularly evaluate the usefulness of the 
information they receive, and modify the procedure when necessary. 

K. Training Needed by Court Staff 

Courts, like other government and business entities, cannot, with static staff levels, 
process increasing workloads without computer support. The case management system is 
an essential tool in operating the court. 

Recom mendab 'on No. 24 
All court staff should have at least an intermediate level of knowledge 
of the case management system, and the clerk of court should have an 
advanced level of knowledge. 

Some standardized software packages such as word processing have de facto 
levels of proficiency -- beginner, intermediate, and advanced. One can apply the same 
analogy to proficiency in using the case management system. The clerk of court, as 
administrative head of the office, should be able to perform every computerized task in the 
office, particularly those tasks relating to setting priorities of work, and to delegating 
other staff to perform tasks relating to a certain grouping of defendants (such as 
identifying past-due payments for dunning, or identifying defendants who have not 
submitted a driver safety school certifjcate). Having an advanced level of proficiency is 
not something that can be delegated to a subordinate. 

Automation of case management inevitably changes the way a clerks office 
conducts business. If the software is well-designed and mature (free of errors and not 
constricting the way business is done), it can reduce redundancy, speed answering 
inquiries, and generally make clerks more efficient. Receiving these benefits requires an 
investment of time to learn the system. With staff turnover the court incurs an immediate 
and substantial loss; therefore the court should make every effort to retain trained staff. 

Unfortunately it is not uncommon in courts nationwide for clerks to know only a 
portion of a system, or to work around a system, not using its full capabilities. Because 

~ 
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the clerks office has relatively few staff, all clerks must be fairly conversant in how the 
system works and what it can do for them. Some office procedures may have to be 
changed to adapt to the system, but this provides an opportunity to evaluate whether a 
particular procedure fulfilled an important purpose, or was merely a hold-over from some 
office precedent. Training is an essential but time-consuming effort- 

L. Other Technological Innovations 

The city requested a recommendation concerning technological innovations that 
would improve operation of the court. Except for recommendations in the area of records 
management, few technological innovations besides implementation of the case 
management system are needed. 

Recommendation No, 25 

The court should consider, on an experimental basis, a short-range 
plan to implement credit card authorization for accepting payment of 
fines by credit card, and a long-range plan to implement an 
interactive voice response (IVR) interface to the case management 
system to provide information to telephone callers who enter a case 
number on a telephone keypad. 

During the site visit, the administrative lieutenant mentioned that the city was 
considering accepting credit cards for payment of fines. Although this could be addressed 
under the subject of fines collection, it has broader implications for the way the city might 
collect fees for services it provides. If residents could pay water bills or building permits 
by credit card, the amounts of money paid to the court would probably be small by 
comparison. 

A small but growing number of courts nationwide accept credit cards. Many 
states have laws governing the acceptance of credit cards by public agencies. The primary 
issue raised by credit card payments is who is to cover the transaction fee related to card 
use, and different strategies have been developed. State law generally governs whether 
the fee charged by a financial institution for handling credit transactions (a) can be passed 
on to the customer (defendant), or (b) must be absorbed by the court as a cost of doing 
business. A third option available to some is to have the bank absorb the fee costs as a 
negotiated element of the court's banking package. The city attorney will need to research 
and stay current on the legalities of credit card use by municipalities. 

Credit cards are not universally successful for fine payments. Generally, 
individuals who qualify for credit have bank accounts or other available means of paying a 
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fine. For acceptance of credit card payments to be most efficient, the court should be 
prepared to accept payments by telephone. Ideally, the court should install the equipment 
to process a credit card on site and a modem and telephone line to obtain automatic 
verification of credit for telephoned payments. Several courts reported that the most 
popular use for credit cards is to make bond payments. 

Another technological innovation used in some courts, and that may be feasible in 
Rosenberg, is interactive voice response (IVR). This involves development of an interface 
to the case management system allowing telephone callers who enter a case number on a 
telephone keypad to obtain information about their case. The benefit of such a system is 
to relieve clerks from answering telephone inquiries. In courts where this is a heavy 
burden, an IVR system can make a big difference. 

This is a long-range recommendation. The court would need to evaluate whether 
the workload justified the expense of software modification and hardware. In the short 
term other modifications to the case management system should have higher priority. 

National Center for State Courts 
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VI. COLLECTION OF FINES AND FEES 

As is the case in many courts throughout the country, fine and fee collections are 
problematic in the Rosenberg Municipal Court. Failure to pay within a reasonable time, or 
at all, is destructive to the justice process. If an offender does not comply with a court 
order for any reason, the impact of the sentence is lessened, the integrity and credibility of 
the court are called into question, and the process has failed. 

A. Fine and Fee Structure 

Fine and fee amounts in Rosenberg are not excessive and fines could, conceivably, 
be increased. In many jurisdictions, however, fines and fees are often much higher than 
many offenders are capable of paying at all, or paying within a reasonable amount of time. 
Given the socio-economic climate of the city, collection efforts should be aimed at 
improving efficiency of collections rather than increasing amounts imposed. Stronger 
enforcement of the court's judgments will go farther in promoting traffic safety and 
deterring illegal conduct than imposition of higher fines. 

The court has little discretion in the various fees it can impose. Maximum fiies for 
city ordinance violations for fire safety, public health and sanitation violations is $2,000, 
while maximum fines for all other city ordinance violations is $500. The maximum f i e  for 
most traffic offenses is $200. The court currently imposes amounts lower than these 
maximums. Further, the court cannot impose any local fees unless provided for by state 
statute. All administrative fees that the court has discretion to implement are all currently 
being imposed, such as the $10 fee for driver safety courses, expired driver's license, 
inspection certificate and motor vehicle registration. 

Determination of an increased, optimal fine level, using average income levels of 
citizens, and tracking histories of successful completion of fine payments at various 
amounts, would require significant surveying and research, and is beyond the scope of this 
report. However, even if this fines study were to be conducted, there is no guarantee that 
recommended frne amounts would be the most ideal level. NCSC staff finds from national 
collection practices that the most important elements in setting fine amounts are (1) the 
severity of the violation, and (2) the message the court desires to send to the community 
regarding its seriousness in enforcing local laws and deterring further violations. Financial 
means to pay are not often taken into account. 

This is not to say that fine amounts should be ignored; quite the contrary, fine 
amounts should reflect what the average offender is able to bear, in relation to the severity 
of the violation. Given Rosenberg's economic environment, it is realistic to suggest that 
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current fine levels should not be altered significantly within state statute parameters. 
Therefore, various collection methods should be reviewed to optimize the amount of 
revenues the court brings in. 

B. Collection Methods 

Currently, the court's collection methods include sending a courtesy letter for 
FTAS, and allowing payment plans for fines and fees imposed. According to court clerks, 
payment plans allowing defendants to pay relatively small amounts on a regular basis seem 
to be working fairly well at this time. There are still many outstanding and delinquent 
accounts, however, that must be dealt with. Backlogs in the system (described in an 
earlier section) have focused attention elsewhere than on collection of fines and fees. 

In order to implement a successful collections program, several elements must be 
present. They are: 

assessing fines at realistic amounts; 

setting short time periods for payment; 

making sure offenders are aware of what is expected of them; 

using incentives to encourage prompt payment; 

establishing collection procedures and adhering to them; 

setting collection goals and monitoring performance; 

responding immediately to non-payment; 

establishing a range of effective sanctions for non-compliance and 
using them similarly in all cases; 

maintaining strong financial controls; and 

making certain procedures are understood by everyone, including 
judges, court staff, juvenile offenders and their parents. 

It is imperative that the court follow these guidelines as closely as possible in order to 
ensure an effective, consistent collections policy. Based on these elements, the NCSC 
project team makes the following recommendations. 

Recommendabon No. 26 

Regarding collections, the judge should develop a written policy 
including specific short-term and long-term goals, to lead the court in 
the direction of improving collection rates. After the court articulates 
its policy and goals, the judge and the clerks should develop written 
procedures for implementing the policy and goals, and periodically 
review progress. 
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In addition to a written policy statement, the judge should develop specific short- 
term and long-term goals that clarify and carry out the aims of the policy statement. 
However, care should be taken to prevent making these goals too broad or vague. Next, 
the judge and clerks together should develop written procedures for collecting fines and 
fees. Once these procedures are in place, the judge and clerks should review monthly 
collection reports to determine the level of achievement of the program objectives. If 
objectives are not being met, the judge and clerks should determine the reasons, and 
develop strategies to help meet their stated goals. 

A realistic collection philosophy should take into consideration several factors. 
First, parameters must be determined that define the levels of how strict, as well as how 
flexible, the court wishes to be in collecting fines. If all involved in the imposition and 
collection of fines are not comfortable with the court's philosophy in this regard, collection 
efforts may be less than enthusiastic, resulting in no gains in collections. 

Another factor to consider is the economic circumstance of the typical offender 
that appears in municipal court, and what their tolerance level is for making payments on 
imposed fines. Although the court should be firm in the imposition and collection of fines 
and fees, it should also balance this firmness with the realization that many offenders are 
able to pay only a certain amount in any given month. 

The fiial factor to consider when determining a philosophy for the court is the 
amount of resources the court has available to carry out a fine and fee collection program. 
Heavier enforcement of collections will require staff time, automation support, and 
perhaps the use of outside resources to maintain an efficient program. Without dedication 
of resources, a collections policy may become merely a dubious theory with no meaning to 
those whom it is supposed to guide. 

C. Communication of the Court's Collections Policies 

Human nature dictates paying attention to urgent matters; therefore every court 
needs to make payment of a fine an immediate matter in the lives of guilty defendants by 
communicating this message at every opportunity. 

Pecommendab 'on No. 2 7 

The judge and clerks should reinforce, at every opportunity, the 
seriousness of the court's enforcement policy, and consistently and in 
a timely manner follow up on threatened actions in cases of non- 
compliance. 

~ ____ ~~ ~~~ 
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Offenders usually perceive a sense of the seriousness with which the court imposes 
fines and fees, and quickly pass this perception to others in the community. The court has 
three opportunities to communicate its policies on sentencing and enforcement of 
sentences: 

(1) orally during mass admonition at the beginning of the docket; 

(2) orally upon sentencing of every offender; and 

(3) in writing by having the offender handed a fine payment notice upon 
sentencing. 

A defendant's initial contacts with the justice system set the tone for what kind of 
interaction it is going to be. Communicating the importance of paying a fine begins with 
the judge. Many courts successful in collections have a judge who admonishes offenders 
at sentencing that payment must be made that day or within 24 hours (if the fine is $100 or 
less), that an arrest warrant will be issued for failure to comply, or that failure to pay 
violates a condition of probation (if applicable). 

Appendix G contains a sample notice which may be given to convicted defendants 
in court. An important part of the written notice is the list of consequences which the 
court has the power to invoke if the defendant does not pay. 

D. Writing Off Uncollectible Accounts 

Collection efforts need to be focused on accounts that can realistically be collected 
at reasonable cost. Uncollectible accounts need to be written off in some manner. The 
amount of outstanding accounts receivable, however, can be a politically sensitive issue. 
If the issue is not handled properly, the public may perceive that some people are escaping 
the reach of justice. 

The court should develop a procedure for identifying uncollectible 
fines and marking the accounts as "inactive", removing them from 
the total of outstanding fines and fees that can be expected to be 
collected. 

A process for separating active and inactive cases for reporting purposes should be 
developed. Inactive cases are those which have undergone the full collection process 
without success, including service of a warrant or license suspension notice. They are not 
"written off'' because the warrant or suspension may eventually generate a payment. 

Formal write-off procedures for uncollectible accounts should be established. 
Possible criteria for writing off some uncollectible accounts include the following: 
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A: One set of criteria for declaring accounts uncollectible is mandated for Nevada 
centralized collection ~ystems.1~ If it become impossible or impractical to collect an 
account receivable because: 

(a) The debtor has filed bankruptcy; 
(b) The debtor has died; 
(c) The amount of the account receivable is less than the amount it would 

cost to collect it; or 
(d) Some other reason or circumstance, 

a person with authority can notify the county auditor in writing that the account 
receivable is uncollectible and the reason for the determination, documenting why 
the account was written off. 

B: A court might use the state's record retention schedule as a means of writing off 
uncollectible accounts. Although an account most likely is, from a practical point of 
view, uncollectible long before the purge date for the court record, using the state's 
record retention schedule is a practical fall-back procedure to handle old accounts. 

For warrants issued on an initial failure to appear, some courts set a limit of two 
years, for example, for a warrant to be outstanding, on the theory that an officer would be 
unable to remember the facts adequately to testify at trial beyond that time. The court 
might find it useful to issue time-limited warrants in cases where the offense is minor. 
Doing so will ensure that a next event date, a hearing on dismissal or renewal of the 
warrant, is entered in the court's information system, automatically triggering review and 
action on the case. 

Documenting the reasons or the procedure for converting accounts to an inactive 
status may not be a sensitive issue for a court but, if ever questioned, the court should be 
able to articulate its rationale. 

E. Clearing the Backlog of Uncollected Fines and Fees 

Every court has some inventory of uncollected fines and fees. Unless the task of 
collecting them is broken into manageable chunks, it will appear to be impossible. 
Whether the court does this in-house or refers these cases to some outside agency, the 
procedure is the same. 

l5 Nevada Revised Statutes Chapter 354 as amended by S.B. 416, Chapter 379, Sec. 4, Approved July 1, 
1993. 
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Recorn mendab 'on No. 29 
The municipal court should, after screening its inventory of 
uncollected fines and fees of uncollectible accounts, conduct a mail 
campaign to collect the most of the remaining outstanding receivables. 

After the court has weeded out those accounts that are deemed to be uncollectable 
either because of the age of the account, or because the offender has since moved and 
cannot be located, the court can send a demand letter stating the amount owed, 
demanding payment or appearance at a hearing on the matter of non-payment. 

The court can send a letter stating the amount owed, and demanding payment or 
appearance at a hearing on the matter of nonpayment. The names, addresses and amounts 
owed can be data-entered into a simple PC-based database system to facilitate preparation 
of address labels and tracking of responses. Mail sent to the last known address with 
"ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED" stamped or printed on the envelope will 
automatically be forwarded if the address has been filed with the postal service. The 
postal service also will then provide new addresses to governmental agencies upon 
request. 

Some percentage of letters demanding payment will be returned by the postal 
service. For these defendants in-house "skip tracing" can be considered, or the accounts 
turned over to a collection agency. 

Addresses on letters that come back undelivered can be checked in a variety of 
ways: through a law enforcement system, a new warrant, the driver's license file. Many 
delinquent defendants do not file address changes or use relatives' or friends' addresses and 
thus are difficult to track. 

Demand letters not returned presumably were received, and some percentage of 
defendants will respond with payments or appearance at the hearing as required by the 
letter. Active collection can be pursued with this group. Defendants who apparently 
received the letter but did not respond are more problematical. Additional effort will be 
required to obtain a response from them, and some percentage of them will ultimately 
become uncollectible. 

A mass mailing is a good mechanism for launching a new fine collection program, 
in particular. It identifies uncollectible accounts and accounts more appropriately handled 
by a private collector, eliminating the need for further court action. More importantly, 
courts that utilized the process reported significant financial success. In all cases, the 
revenue generated exceeded by several times the expense of the program. 
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Many courts have found a multi-contact approach effective in reaching defendants 
who have not made payments for some period of time. 

Although it is important that the court improve its collection of fines and fees, it 
should be understood that the purpose is to bolster the authority and efficacy of the court 
and the justice system. It must be recognized that the municipal court is not a profit 
center for the City of Rosenberg. The court is part of the system for the administration of 
justice within the city, and that system in turn is part of the city's overall responsibility to 
maintain civil order within the city. The court's specific responsibility is to adjudicate 
cases involving traffic and ordinance violations. 

F. Use of a Collection Agency 

A number of courts nationwide use a collection agency to assist in collecting fines 
and fees. Collection is one of the few areas where a court can contract with private 
agencies for services, and the cost and benefits of using an agency need to be examined. 

Recornmendab 'on No. 30 
The court should, after implementation of the case management 
system is stabilized, assess the condition of its accounts receivable and 
determine the cost and benefits of using a private collection agency to 
collect outstanding fines and fees. 

The use of a collection agency may be beneficial in an attempt to collect accounts 
that might otherwise be written off. Since the agency will receive a percentage (usually 25 
- 33%) of the total they collect there is an indirect cost to the court. Therefore, the court 
should carefully consider the point in the collections process at which the court has little 
or no hope of collecting the fine through in house efforts and the expense of using a 
private agency is justified. Private collection is probably most valuable for tracking down 
transient defendants. Collection agencies have the resources to locate ("skip trace") and 
contact these defendants, a time consuming process for the court to perform itself. 

The court should consider the following issues in deciding whether to contract 
with a collection agency or perform collection in-house: 

Is the contractor paid a flat fee or on a contingency basis (and at 
what percentage of the proceeds) for collections? 

Can the contractor compromise or settle for less than the amount 
due, including interest? 

At what point is the net cost to the court of using a private agency 
to collect delinquent fines less than in-house collection efforts? 
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If the contractor uses unlawful methods, is the court insulated? 

How would the court handle a dispute between the court's 
collection agent and a payor? 

Courts report mixed experiences with collection agencies. Those that are 
understaffed with limited technical capabilities are the most likely to use an outside agency 
because they do not have the internal resources to follow up on delinquent accounts. 
Many courts feel that with adequate technology (particularly the capacity to generate 
notices) they could do virtually all functions performed by collection agencies, with the 
exception of skip tracing. With better and cheaper automated systems increasingly 
available, many find collections can be better handled by court staff. 

Some suggested guidelines for using a collection agency include the following: 

A court should retain accounts for the initial collection steps, up to 
the point at which a defendant cannot be located or does not 
respond. The court can thus collect the "easy" cases, and still turn 
accounts over to the agency while relatively new. Waiting too 
long will hinder the agency's success. 

Clarify how and when the court will get accounts back from the 
agency. Possible methods are to limit the time to "work" the 
accounts, and to take back accounts with no funds coming in. The 
agency should be required to prove that it is continuing to expend 
efforts in order to keep an account. 

Define any exclusions from the contract. Will the agency be paid 
its percentage for all cases it receives, whatever the reason for 
payment, including arrest on a warrant? 

Clarify the agency's experience and capabilities for skip tracing 
since this is usually the most important service the agency provides 
the court. 

A collection agency should have the capability to look up credit 
information and to report delinquent accounts to credit bureaus. 

Even though local law may not require it, the court should issue a 
request for proposals (RFP) to find the agency with the best 
capabilities and most advantageous business terms. 

r 
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VII. MUNICIPAL COURT TRIAL AND PROSECUTION PRACTICES 

The city's RFP requested review of the city's trial and prosecution policies. 

A. Presence of Prosecutor for Bench Trials 

Currently in Rosenberg there are not many trials of any kind, and very few jury trials. Not 
having seen any Rosenberg officers testify, the project team cannot evaluate the officers' ability to 
present their cases without the assistance of the city attorney. 

In large jurisdictions, where traffic officers make frequent court appearances, officers 
often are competent to present most cases unassisted. City or contract attorneys often try cases 
without any preparation prior to the court day, largely relying on the officers to make the cases, 

Recommendation No. 31 
The court should continue its present practice of using the city 
attorney or contract counsel in representing the city in bench trials. 

Where trials are infrequent, as in Rosenberg, the presence of experienced trial counsel 
improves case presentation and facilitates the work of the court. In addition, defendants 
sometimes appear at trial with an attorney (where previously they had none), and even 
experienced police officers may be no match for a defense attorney in an adversarial proceeding, 
particularly cross-examination of witnesses. 

All cities surveyed use a prosecutor to conduct trials. 

B. Arraignment, Pre-trial Conference and Trial 

In large jurisdictions it is a common practice for traffic officers to have assigned court 
days each month. The citations they issue set their court days as the return dates in which 
defendants must appear either for arraignment only (with a trial scheduled for a later date), or 
both for arraignment and, if they plead not guilty, for trial. In Rosenberg, defendants come to 
court on their return dates for arraignment only rather than for trial also. At arraignment the 
judge advises them of their rights, advises them of the possible consequences of various pleas, and 
assigns trial dates for those who plead not guilty. The court also requires pre-trial conferences 
with the city attorney, at which she gives defendants a straightforward assessment of what is likely 
to happen at trial. In Rosenberg, the pre-trials lead to a number of pleas, substantially reducing 
the number of cases that actually go to trial. 
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Pecommendabon No. 32 

The court should continue its present practice of requiring defendants 
to appear for an arraignment, at which time the judge advises them of 
their rights, and takes a plea of guilty or not guilty. If a defendant 
pleads not guilty, a pre-trial conference and trial are scheduled. 

Judge Baker does not think that trying cases on the officer's return date would be a good 
practice for Rosenberg, and articulated a number of reasons with which the project team agrees. 
For one thing, the volume of cases does not require such a system. But more important is the fact 
that many defendants coming before the court do not have a very clear idea of what is happening. 
Few would be capable of handling their own defense, even in simple cases, without assistance. 
Part of the judge's responsibility is to advise them of their rights in a way that they will 
understand, assessing their ability to understand as he talks to them. By speaking directly with 
them, and then by referring them to the required pretrial conference with the city attorney, Judge 
Baker believes that he greatly improves their understanding of the process and the likelihood that 
their case will be treated fairly. 

The pre-trial conferences are successful in obtaining plea bargains in the majority of cases 
in which defendants plead not guilty (approximately 10 to 20 each month). Once defendants hear 
the prosecutor relate the kind of evidence to be presented at trial, and the judge gives a general 
assessment of the city's case, many defendants decide to change their plea and the judge can 
accept the plea immediately. Pre-trial conferences are a progressive practice that NCSC staff 
recommend to all courts that do not conduct such conferences. 

C. BondSecurity for Jury Trial 

One question posed in the request for proposals is whether a bond, or some other form of 
security, can be required of a defendant as a condition for the granting of a trial by jury. Where a 
trial by jury is required by the Constitution unless waived, no burden can be placed on that right. 
The answer to the question is no. 

VIII. COURTROOM FACILITIES 

The city requested a brief review of the courtroom facilities. 

Courtroom Configuration 

The current layout of the municipal court (Figure 4) has the bench located against 
the south wall of the courtroom, adjacent to an alcove and the door (on the west wall) 
leading to the judge's chambers and the clerks office. The witness stand is located to the left 

National Center for State Courts Final Repon 



I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
B 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Rosenberg Municipal Court Management Review Page 73 

of the bench, with the jury seating located along the east wall, with the gallery chairs and the 
entrance door located to the north of the courtroom. A utility window opening into the 
clerks office is located on the west wall, through which files and other court documents can 
be passed to clerks. Although this configuration is a logical layout in a rectangular room, it 
does not provide for a work station for the clerk at the bench or some other arrangement that 
will not require the judge to rise and leave the bench frequently during proceedings to pass 
files to the clerk's office. 

A reconfiguration of the courtroom should take into consideration several factors. 
First, because of the relatively large volumes of people that are in the court during 
arraignments, efficient traffic patterns should keep the flow of people moving in and out of 
the courtroom with the least amount of interruption to court proceedings. Second, the court 
may wish to consider providing a work area at the bench for a clerk's station, in order to 
process paperwork more efficiently, and to deal with fides. Third, for security reasons, and to 
allow the judge a clear view of the courtroom, the bench should generally face the front door. 
Figure 4 below depicts the courtroom in its current configuration. Figures 5,6 and 7 depict 
alternative configurations that will allow an optional clerical station at the bench, while 
maintaining efficient circulation patterns. These suggested reconfigurations would be cost- 
effective to implement, requiring only that the bench be moved and slightly modified. 

The courtroom configuration depicted in Figure 5 moves the courtroom slightly to 
the right, as viewed from the public entrance. This places the bench in front of the chamber's 
door, and provides an area for the witness stand on the right side of the bench, as well as a 
clerk's work station to the left of the bench. This configuration allows the judge to maintain 
adequate sight lines, and provides adequate traffic patterns for traffic arraignment days. 

The suggested configuration in Figure 6 moves the bench to the north side of the 
courtroom to provide for a clerk's work area. Although this arrangement may provide this 
additional work area, it places the entrance to the courtroom to the judge's left, thus 
diminishing his sight lines somewhat. 

The final configuration depicted in Figure 7 would keep the current courtroom 
configuration, while reducing the width of the bench in order to accommodate a courtroom 
clerk's work area. The clerks station and wimess stand can either remain configured as 
depicted, or be switched with each other. However, if the witness stand is placed to the left 
of the bench, care must taken to ensure that witnesses remain within view of the jury. 

NCSC staff recommend configuration number one, depicted in Figure 5 as the most 
efficient use of courtroom space. This arrangement allows the judge to keep important sight 
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Figure 5 
Alternate Configuration 
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lines throughout the court, as well as allow more efficient traffic flow patterns during traffic 
arraignment sessions. Another important feature of this configuration, is that it allows for a 
clerk's work station if it is decided to incorporate this feature into the courtroom. However, 
this feature is optional, and with this configuration, the judge can easily slide case files 
through the utility window that will be next to the judge and behind the bench. This would 
allow the judge to pass files to the clerk without having to leave the bench. 

Clerks Window 

Given current space allowances in the municipal building, few options exist to 
improve the configuration and operation of the clerk's window. It is conveniently located in 
a small hallway in fairly close proximity to the entrance to the courtroom and immediately 
adjacent to the door to the clerks office, and there is no apparent alternative to its current 
location. Due to this, it then becomes incumbent to make the current arrangement as 
efficient as possible. 

One important factor in redesigning public access to the services of the court is the 
possibility that the clerk of court may assume judicial duties as an associate judge, and would 
be engaged in discussions with the public. Another factor is the need for language 
interpretation at the cashier window. 

One option is to use the small conference/work room across from the cashier's 
window specifically for the associate judge to advise defendants on matters within the scope 
of the associate judge duties described in this report, and for an interpreter to conduct 
language interpretation with defendants. Moving this area across the hallway would help 
deviate some congestion at the clerk's window and reduce the noise levels that result from 
conversations with the public at the window. This option would also leave the original 
windows open to handle payments and general inquiries. A major disadvantage of this 
alternative, however, would be the separation, on occasion as needed, of the associate 
judgeklerk from the clerk's office to conduct these consultations. One must remember that 
the functions of any judge, including the associate judge, must be held publicly in an open 
environment to prevent any perception that special treatment is afforded to anyone. If this 
conference room were used for this purpose, the door would need to remain open. Further, 
the frequency and duration of these consultations need to be considered, and whether they 
can be more efficiently conducted at a cashier's window or sitting at a table. 

A second option would be to place a sound buffer between the two cashier windows 
to diffuse the sound of conversations between the associate judge and a defendant, or an 
interpreter and a defendant, at one window from people at the other window who are making 

~ 
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a payment or an inquiry. This option would allow current use of the storage and conference 
rooms to remain intact. 

NCSC staff observed that foot traffic to the cashier's windows was steady but not 
especially heavy during the day. Although no actual counts of members of the public served 
at the windows were taken, there was never a time observed that long lines formed, or that 
court users had to wait an inordinate amount of time to speak with someone. 

Until such time as the frequency and duration of the public consulting the associate 
judge or requiring an interpreter are established, the NCSC staff recommend the second 
option as the most effective in serving the public at the cashier's windows. 
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M. PRIORITIES OF RECOMMENDATION 

All of the recommendations in this report are, in some sense, "important". From a 
project planning point of view, however, all of them could not be implemented at once. 
Therefore the court and the city must make choices about what is important. 

Although a recommendation is not devoted specifically to it, the major task facing the 
court and the clerk's office is whole-hearted adoption of the new automation system. Use of 
the new system will be the means for the clerk's office to catch up and keep up with its 
workload. As of June 30,1995, the old system was discontinued, and updating the manual 
system of criminal history index cards should likewise be discontinued (Recommendation No. 
18). Furthermore, with clerk's office staffing levels back at three, the office has a fighting 
chance. Thorough knowledge of the computer system (recommendation No. 24) will also 
provide the judge and the clerk with individual case and aggregate case information to 
determine where to put resources (Recommendation No. 22). 

Two areas of compliance require some attention, warrants and collections. Warrants 
need to be issued within a relatively short period of time after the court has determined that 
the defendant is not going to comply (Recommendation No. 3). Fines need to be collected in 
a similar aggressive manner (Recommendations No. 26-29). Management of these efforts 
depend to some extent on use of the automation system, so should be subordinated to 
implementing recommendations in that area. Analysis of the backlog of citations with 
unissued FTA warrants (Recommendation No. 1) should command a relatively high priority. 
The issues of a warrant office (Recommendation No. 5 )  and joining the regional warrant 
system (Recommendation No. 4) are related but slightly lower priority. 

The organization of the court within city government is a topic that the city council 
can deal with in a forthright manner (Recommendation No. 6 ) .  If the council determines a 
community perception problem of the court under the supervision of the police, the upcoming 
budget cycle is an opportunity to correct the problem. 

The court is taking the right steps to turn around a situation that developed over a 
number of years. The police department deserves some credit for this, and, to a lesser extent, 
the city attorney. Equally important, if not more important, the judge and clerks are dedicated 
to their duties. Project staff are confident that further progress is forthcoming. 
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Example 1: Joplin, Missouri 
Example 2: Mesa, Arizona 
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Example 3: Miami, Florida 
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Your Rights In Municipal Court 



At the time of the trial, the City will be required to 
prove all the allegations against you as contained in the formal 
complaint "beyond a reasonable doubt", before a verdict of guilty 
can be reached. 

THE TRIAL 

Under Missouri law, you can be brought to trial only 
after a formal complaint has been filed. The complaint is the 
document which alleges what you are supposed to have done, and 
that your action was unlawful. 

* You have the right to inspect the complaint before 
trial, and have it read to you at trial. 

You have the right to have your case tried before 
a j u y  if you desire. All j u y  trials are conducted at 
the Jasper County Courts Building at Sixth & Pearl 
in Joplin before a state court Judge. 

You are entitled to  hear all testimony against 
you. 

* You have the right to cross-examine any witness who 
testifies against you. 

* You have the right to testify in your own behalf or 
not as you choose. 

* You may call witnesses to testify in your behalf. 

* You also have the right to have the court issue 
subpoenas for witnesses to ensure their appearance 
at trial. However, you must furnish the names, 
addresses and telephone numbers of these witnesses 
to the court as soon as possible so that they may 
be located and subpoenas served, at least two weeks 
prior to the trial. 

. You may be represented by an attorney but one is 
not required unless conviction would likely result in 
a jail sentence. In such cases the Judge shall so advise 
you. 

PRESENTING THE CASE 

As in criminal trials, the City will present its case first 
by calling witnesses to testify against you. 

After each prosecution witness has finished testifying, 
you will have the right to cross examine him or her. Your exami- 
nation MUST B E  IN THE FORM OF QUESTIONS. This is not 
a time to make a statement and you must not argue with the 
witness. You will have an opportunity to make a statement later 
in the trial. 

After the prosecution has presented its case, you may 
present your case. You have the right to call any witness who 
knows anything about the incident. You may testify in your own 
behalf, but cannot be compelled to do  so. 

THE VERDICT 

The verdict of the Judge will be based on the testimony 
which sounds most reasonable and believable and on the facts 
proven during the trial. In making his determination, he will only 
consider the testimony of the witnesses who are under oath. 

If you are found guilty by the Judge, he will announce 
the penalty. You should be prepared to pay the fine at that time. 
You may request an extension of time to pay by providing credit 
information to the Court and signing a written Promise to Pay. 
R e a d  this agreement carefully.  Failure to comply with its terms 
could result in a jail sentence. 

FINES 

The amount of fine assessed by the court is affected 
by the facts and circumstances of the case. Mitigating circum- 
stances may lower the fine. However, aggravating circumstances 
may increase the fine. In no case may the line exceed $500. All 
fines are deposited in the General Fund of the City of Joplin. 

COURT COSTS 

If you are found guilty of an offense court costs will 
be added to the fine. Court costs are required by state law and 
are remitted both to the General Fund of the City and to the State 
Department of Revenue. Court costs range between $13.00 and 
$26.00, plus jail recoupment fees on DWI/BAC. 

RIGHT TO APPEAL 

If you are not satisfied with the judgment (verdict) of 
this court, you have the right to appeal the verdict to the Jasper 
County Circuit Court. If you do appeal, you must post $30.00 
(either certified check or money order) to cover court costs with 
the Court Clerk who will forward the money and the case files to 
the Circuit Court. You will be notified 01 a new court date and 
your case will be heard again by another judge in its entirety. You 
must file this appeal within ten (10) days of the judgment. If the 
judgment is not appealed within ten days it becomes final and you 
must pay the fines and costs assess by this Court. 

THE MUNICIPAL COURT 

The Judge will base his decision only on the State Law 
or City Ordinance involved and the facts as determined by the 
testimony and other evidence presented. When you testify, try to 
be fair and calm. Do not try to evade answering any questions. 

REMEMBER: The City is not always right; that is why we have 
courts. The defendant is not always right; that is why we have 
officers. The Court is not always right; that is why you have a right 
to appeal. 



I 
I 

IMPORTANT -READ ENCLOSED INFORtd.ATION 

This envelope is provided for your cwmnience. 

Refer to the endosed information sheet for options. 

0 If the violation code listed on your Arizona Traffic T d e t  and Complaint is not listed on the 
enclosed sheet Iabeledl%LI&c Fine Schedule , you MUST appear in court. 

No wur l  date extensions will be granted by telephone. 

If the information you need is not found on the enclosed information sheets, you may request 
additional information at (602) 644-2255. -PA1 CqyBI hours are Monday 
through Friday, 7:30 a.m. to 5:W p.m. 

FROM 

STREET ADDRESS 

CIM STATE 

MESA MUNICIPAL COURT 
245 West 2nd Street 
Mesa, Arizona 85201 
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' 'IMPORTANT-PLEASE READ' 

INSTRUCTIONS TO AN INDIVIDUAL CHARGED WITH A TRAFFIC 
VIOLATION IN ORANGE COUNTY, FLORIDA 

I 

1. H charged with a CRIMINAL TRAFFIC OFFENSE, you have ten 
(10) calendar days from the date of cltation to appear at the 
CLERK OF THE COUNTY COURT, TRAFFIC DIVISION as 
noted on your copy of me citation given to you by the officer. 
Please contact the appropriate Clerk's office for the days and 
time court is held. 

II .  I f  charged with a TRAFFIC INFRACTION me Clerk MUST 
RECEIVE your election of one of the options below WITHIN 
THIRTY (30) CALENDAR DAYS of your having received the 
citation or you will lose options available to you, your driving 
privileges will be suspended and additional costs assessed. 
PLEASE NOTE: POSTMARK ON THE ENVELOPE IS NOT 
ACCEPTABLE!! 

1. MAIL PAYMENT: Make cashier's check, money order, or 
personal check payable to: Clerk of the County Courl, in 
accordance with the Civil Penalty indicated on the back of 
your citation. Fill in a11 information on this envelope, enclose 
the yellow copy of your citation, proper payment and mail. 
POINTS WILL BE ASSESSED. 

2. REOUEST DRIVING IMPROVEMENT SCHOOL: Contact the 
appropriate office of the Clerk of the County Court as noted 
on your citation to obtain the proper amount of cost. Make 
cashier's check, money order or personal check payable to: 
Clerk of the County Court. Complete the enclosed Affidavit 
before either a Deputy Clerk or a Notary Public. Mail the 
original (white) copy of the Affidavit, yellow copy of the 
citation and proper payment in the envelope provided. 
REMEMBER: the Clerk MUST be in receipt of this 
correspondence within the thirty (30) calendar days or your 
request for school will be denied, your driving privileges 
suspended and additional costs assessed. You must then 
contact the school of your choice to arrange attendance to 
the driver improvement course. They must have a copy of 
the completed Affidavit to enroll you in the course. You 
will be required to pay a registration fee. If you comply 
with the terms above, POINTS WILL NOT BE ASSESSED. 

3. REOUEST A COURT DATE: You may request a court 
appearance but only in person and only at the Clerk of the 
h u r l  off ice noted on your citation. NO COURT DATES 
WILL BE SFT BY PHONE!!! 

4. APPEAR IN PERSON: you may appear for a TRAFFIC 
INFRACTION within thirty (30) calendar days from the issue 
date of the citation at any Clerk of the Court location listed 
on this envelope to: 
A. PAY THE CIVIL PENALN 
B. REOUEST DRIVER IMPROVEMENT SCHOOL 
C. PROVIDE PROOF OF VALID INSURANCE, 

REGISTRATION OR DRIVER LICENSE. 

"IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS, CALL ANY OFFICE NOTED 
ON YHlS ENVE LOPE' 
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REGISTRATION FORM 
AUTOMOBILE CHILD RESTRAINT 

OFFENDERS PROGRAM 

(USTNAME) (FIRST NAME) (MIDDLE) 

STREET ADDRESS 

CITY STATE ZIP CODE 

DATE OF BIRTH DRIVERS LICENSE I 

CITATION NUMBER 

PROGRAM BENEFITS: 
Provides OOBhour chss on automobile child rsstnint rafety. 
No points will be applied against your driving record. 
Will amid having to pay statutory civil p e ~ l t y  of $155.00 

Mail payment of $30.00 for payment of mquired COUR costs. 
ply  by check or money order mrde payable to: 
CLERK OF COUNTY COURT. 
Call 66H665 to register for D c l m .  The night ofdnw you will 
h v e  to pay D fee of $30.00 and appear with an Aoprorrd CNld 
R O B W l l t k t  

clrsss3 will be held at: 

MOaRAM corn: 

YlAYl CHILDREN% HOSPlTAL 
6125 S.W. 318t Street 
Miami, FL 33155 

I will attend the claw on ttom ?a - 830 p.m. 

Wenden who provide mitten proof of enrollment in Medicaid do not 
ham to brino a child restraint #at. 

I certify that I have not elecfed the ckst mors than one time In my life 
time. 

I acknowledge that falsifying this certlfiute or hilum to compktsm 
c b a  will mutf in the Mlspen8ion of my driver's limue. 

(Date of class) 

SIQNATURE DATE 

MAKE CHECK PAYABLE TO: CLERK OF THE COUNTY COURT. 
PLEASE W NOT SEND CASH. Mail $30.00 payment to: 

Ckrk of County Coun 
Central Traffic Division 
Metro Justice Building 
1351 N.W. 12 St., Room 124 
Miami, FL S312S1685 

This rsgbtmtion form must be completed and mlkd along with 
your payment and the yellow copy of your cltntion. 

I 
! 

DENEFIQOSDKMO~MY~ 
Unr hon de lrutrucci6nr~mr&l mode b 

h w k impondrln punto, an &J r b f d  & amduck. 
Evitrd tenor qus pgw $156.00 en psnrl&dm cMks 

n i h  en wtm6viks. 

rtrturriu. 

Cot tOS DEL P R O O W  
En& $30.00 en p o o  do loa cortor de b corn. Pagm por 
cheque o giro postal a: CLERK OF COUNTY COURT. 
Umrl w3-w65 pan Mtrkubrw. L mhedebdm 
dobe mr $30.00 de derscho de mrtdcub y pm~~ntrrm co 
un Asiento Protsaor de N i h  pn Autom6viks pus hyr 
ado rptobdo fedanlmta. 

b cbes  w Iknrbn a abom: 
O r u d n o r c o 6 1 Y L r m i Q J # m ' ~ ~  
6125 S.W. 31 St 
Mimi, FL 33155 

RRiciprd en b daw el dk 
be 7m a 830 p.m. 

Lm incumplidoms qut pueden prosentar pruebc pore8uttc 
de qut rscikn M o d a i d  no bene qw t fwr  un miento 
protecfwabdrw. 

Ortlfico que no h degido prt ic ipr  m esta clua mb de 
ury vaz rn mi via. 

AtmtiQuo qua hbifiur mte mrtifmdo o no compktrr rrtr 
due bndrl por comacuoncir ID ausponsi6n b mi licencic 
dr amdudr. 

(hchr) 

i 
NnN hc 

M O A  EL WEOUE A: CLERK OF THE COUNTY COURT. 
NO ENVIE EFECTIVO. En* lor $30.00 a: 
~ o f c o u m y c o u r t  
-1 T M i c  W i o n  
Metro Ju8tice Building 
1351 N.W. 12 St, Room 124 
Miuni, FL 331251665 

ubne @Sf8 fOfmulOri0 de mrtdcula y ennvlelo Con W WOO y h COgiC 

amrrillr dew cbci6n. 
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APPENDIX E 
City of Rosenberg Record Retention Schedule 
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APPENDIX F 
Reports Generated by the Themis Court Management System 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 

Case Summary Report 
Defendant Case summary 
Case Activity Report 
Individual Judge Report 
Administrative Judge Report 
Pending Case Report 
Print Dockets 
Print Warrant summary 
Scheduled Payments Listing 
Monthly Cash Report 
Penalties Collected 
Revenue Disbursements Report 
Revenue Disbursements Detail 
Unpaid Cases Report 
Scheduled Payments Past Due 
Bond Activity Report 
Bond Ledger 
Pending Jury Trials Report 
Calendar by Judge 
Criminal Court docket 
Officer Trial List 
Criminal Disposition Report 
Fine Billing Report 
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APPENDIX G 
Sample Notice of Fines Policy Handed at Sentencing 

Rosenberg Municipal Court 
Policy on Payment of Traffic Fines 

Fines are due in full by 4:30 p.m. on the day of sentencing 
unless the judge orders otherwise. 
Pay with cash, check or money order at the Clerks office. 

Be sure to consider possible sources of money: your 
bank account, "rainy day" funds, credit company, 

friend, relative, or sale of personal property. 

If you do not pay your fine when ordered, the court may: 
4 Suspend your driver's license. 
.\I Make information on suspension of your driver's license 

available to your auto insurance company which may 
cause your rates to increase. 
Issue a warrant for your arrest and your warrant will go 
into the regional law enforcement warrant system. 
Any law enforcement ofleer may arrest you on the basis 
of that warrant. 
Notify a credit bureau about your bad debt and place 
your future credit at risk. 
Seize your wages, bank accounts, or personal property 
including your car if ndn-exempt. 

4 

4 

4 


