ICMA AWARDS NOMINATION

COMBAT VETERANS COURT

ORANGE COUNTY, CA
1.
Problem/Need for the Program

Nationwide, there has been an increase in the number of criminal cases involving military veterans, many of whom have no prior criminal records.  According to the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), a significant percentage of combat veterans abuse drugs or alcohol, and nearly half of them suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) or other mental illness – afflictions that may underlie the rise in criminal behavior.  Combat Veterans Court provides treatment and oversight in the community, rather than incarceration, for mentally ill or addicted veterans who become involved in the criminal justice system.

Two goals furthered by this program are:
· Access, Fairness, and Diversity: by providing mentally ill or addicted offenders with therapeutic resources onsite at the court, the program has greatly reduced the barriers of access they might otherwise face. 
· Quality of Justice and Service to the Public: by expanding treatment alternatives to incarceration through the creation of the innovative Combat Veterans Court program, the Court has promoted an effective problem-solving approach that reflects the highest quality of service to the public. 
2.
Program Implementation and Costs
The Orange County Combat Veterans Court was the first program solely dedicated to the needs of veterans to be established in California, and is a model for the creation of similar programs throughout the country. The program was established pursuant to California Penal Code Section 1170.9, which authorizes the court to order treatment instead of incarceration for veterans whose involvement in the criminal justice system is shown to be the result of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, Traumatic Brain Injury, substance addiction, or other mental health issues arising from their combat service. 
This collaborative program opened in November 2008 at the Community Court, a unique judicial facility at which a variety of supportive service providers are co-located onsite.  During the program, which is a minimum of 18 months in length, participants receive intensive mental health and/or substance abuse treatment, appear before the judge often for progress reviews, and are frequently and randomly drug tested. Their program compliance and progress is strictly overseen by their probation officers and case manager, and they are connected with a wide variety of supportive services.
The program goals are to enhance public safety, reduce recidivism and its associated costs, and assist combat veterans to become mentally stable, substance-free, and successfully re-integrated into society.
In Combat Veterans Court, the focus is on the offender rather than the crime.  Based on the drug court model, it includes at least 18 months of intensive mental health and/or substance abuse treatment, active involvement by the judge, intensive probation supervision in a reduced caseload, frequent drug testing, incentives and sanctions for program compliance and non-compliance, and linkage to recovery enhancement resources.  The court calendar is heard separately at the Community Court, where many supportive services are readily available.
Program staff includes the judge, a collaborative court coordinator, VA case manager, district attorney, public defender, probation officer and a volunteer probation officer.  The judge guides the participants through praise and incentives for compliance and accomplishments, as well as sanctions for non-compliance.  The collaborative court coordinator, as the liaison between the judge and the program partners, prepares the calendars for team meetings, maintains statistical data, and coordinates supportive services at the Community Court.
Participants must be combat veterans, with substance abuse issues and/or a diagnosis of PTSD, TBI or other psychological issues attributable to their service.  Significant violent felony charges will usually disqualify offenders from the program. Upon acceptance into the program, the participants plead guilty to the charges, receive a suspended sentence, and are placed on formal probation.  As participants begin mental health and/or substance abuse treatment, their medical and dental issues are also addressed, and they receive assistance in securing safe and suitable housing.
Cost of the Program

The program is funded through a grant obtained by the local VA partner, with budget line items for the case manager, who is a GS-11/12 with benefits, and drug testing supplies, which total $51,620 per year for 50 participants.  Other services are provided by the VA partner as an in-kind contribution.  Additional resources that help to develop and operate the program include the Judge and Collaborative Court Coordinator, each provided by the court with an allocation of approximately one‑half day per week to the program; the district attorney and public defender, provided by their respective county agencies with an allocation of approximately three‑fourths day per week; and a full-time county deputy probation officer as well as additional drug testing supplies provided by the Probation Department.  In addition, the services of a Volunteer Probation Officer are obtained at no cost other than through the oversight of the Probation Department’s Volunteer Probation Officer Program.  The Volunteer Probation Officer is a decorated retired combat veteran with 22 years of prior service in the Marine Corp.  He continues to give service to others by sharing his unique experiences and background through his volunteerism with the younger combat veterans in the program.  
It is anticipated that Combat Veterans Court will continue to be supported by County staff, without any additional grants or special funding. The court is committed to providing judicial and administrative resources for all of its collaborative court programs, including the Combat Veterans Court.  The sustainability of the program will be ensured through the ongoing commitment of in-kind resources from partnering agencies.

3. 
Measurable Outcomes
Since the Combat Veterans Court program began in November 2008 and through December 31, 2010, seven participants have successfully completed and graduated from this minimum of 18 months specialized program.  The success of these seven graduates has saved the county 883 jail bed days, equivalent to $102,613, and the state a total of 960 prison bed days, equal to $128,880, for a total savings of $231,493.43.  There have been a total of 49 participants accepted into Combat Veterans Court since its inception.  Even more promising is that of the 49 participants, only one has been terminated due to non-compliance thus far!  Six others were terminated due to reasons of no fault to themselves.  This rate of successful participation supports continued positive results as the program moves forward and more veterans graduate.
and commitment to provide appropriate resources are outlined as those present in this current summary regarding the Orange County Combat Veterans Court. 

4. 
Lessons Learned

As the first Veterans Court in California, the program significantly enhanced the performance of treatment courts by leveraging the substantial resources of the VA and the many providers that support veterans.  In addition, the program has greatly increased accessibility and effectiveness by co-locating the VA and other service providers onsite at the Community Court.
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