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I. INTRODUCTION

The Akron, Ohio Municipal Court is required to convert to an individual
docket system by January 1, 1975. Since an application for federal funding
tb conduct a computer system study had been denied, the court Executive
Officer, Robert A. Mossing, requested outside review,'comment anhd suggestions
from LEAA's Criminal Courts Technical Assigtance Project at the American
University. Mr. Eldridge Adams, a specialist in court calendaring and auto-
mation, was assigned to assist Mr. Mossing and visited the Court during the

period of August 27 through 30, 1974.

During this site work, Mr. Adams reviewed available documentation, observed
clerical pfocedures, met with the judges and ﬁhe City's Director of Finance,
and discussed the plans, procedures, and alternatives with Mr. Hossing and
others of the non-judicial staff. All on-site work, except the documentation

review, was done in concert with lr. Mossing.

Rather than diagnosing management problems and submitting recommendations to the
judges, the focus of this consultation was upon reviewing plans and procedurs:

for converting to the new docket system and for increasing the efficiency in

.processing information.
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II. ANALYSIS OFITHE EXISTING SITUATION

*

A. JURISDICTION AND SIZE

Municinal Courts are one of several alvernative courts of Timited jurisdiction

provided for by Ohio law.

Summit County has three municipal courts: one each in Akron, Barberton, and
Cuyahoga Falls. These courts have jurisdiction over 61v11_cases where damagés
involve $10,000 or less and final jurisdiction of misdemeanor criminal cases
involve imprisonmént_for one year or less, In%tfa1 appearances and'pre1iminary
hearings for felony cases are held in these courts to determine probable cause
to bind a case over to the Summit County Grand Jury. A11 three municipai courts
have jurisdictions which extend beyond the immediate boundaries of their

municipalities.

In 1973, the Akron Municipal Court disposed of approximately 83,000 cases of
which some 60,000 were traffic cases. Total fines and costs were over $1.5
million in 1973, The court has five judges, a fu]Tftime referee in Traffic
Arraignments, and a visiting judge in the summer. Besides the office of the
Clerk, who 1s‘e1ected, there are 30 other personne],‘whc report to the Executive
Officer. The court is housed on the top three floors of the Akron City-County

Safety building. The Court's 1973 expenditures ware about $900,000.

Mbyon is the rubber capital of the world awmd its populaticn is over £00,000
(projected at over €G2,000 by 1050).  The city is about an hour's drive fraonw

dawntown Cleveland.



The good points of this court need to be noted at the outset. The capability
and dedication of all personnel is outstanding, as is the cooperation among
theh. The facilities were of good appearance. The clerk's office is open

24 hours a day, 7 days a week. A1l personnel - judges and staff - were
concerned, thoughtful, and open to suggestions and a fresh point of view.

Morale is high.

The situation in the court, as it pertained to this consultation, can be

summarized as follows: .

| 1. The Ohio Supreme Court, after consultation with the Municipal

Courts of the state, has mandated an individual docket for Municipal Courts.
2. The Akron iunicipal Court had submitted a grant application for

computer system developiment, but has been informed verbally that no funding

was available.

To obtain comments and suggestions on their plans relative to these two topics
were the chief purposes of requesting this consuiiation. Accordingly, the
next two sections of this repors discuss the status and plans fTor docket

changeover and computerization.

This veport is, of course, not a general treatise on docketing or computerization;
it covers those points needing emphasis for this court. Notes were taken on-site

indicating points neceding emphasis and these emphases are reflected in this report.



B. DOCKET CHANGEOVER

The Court started planning for the required conversion to an individial docket
well in advance of the effective date of January 1, 1975; planning started
early in 1974. Indeed, it is their plan to commence operation under the new

system in September so that the procedure will be well "shaken down" by the end

of the year. These plans were well thought out and proceeding very well. Indeed,

there appears to be little need for outside help here: For example, the Executive

Officer had prepared a 28 page analysis of six alternative methods under the
1ndiv1dua1 docket: [Fach of these methods differs from the others in the number
and types of dockets and in the way the schedules of the individual judges are

arranged. The alternative selected 1is one using weekly rotation and three

.dockets:

Docket A: Felony Court and Misdemeanor Lock-Ups
Docket B: Misdemeanor Arraignments and Evictions
Docket C: Misdemeanors, except Arraignments Civil, including

Small Claims, Contested Traffic.

in other words, the Court has adopted a sound approach by first establishing

and documenting alternatives and, second, selecting the optimum alternative.

They have designed new forms and are going toinstall a new phone system to

coordinate assignmeht of cases.



One. interesting feature in this Court is the existence of-.a black-board for
each judge, which 1ists the type of cases he ishandling that day. In this way,

a member of the public can see quickly where his or her case is being tried.

One of the problems imposed by the change to an individual docket is that
procedures must be devised for the preparation of the required reports.

Accordingly, Mr. Mossing has conducted an analysis of the clerical procedures

to see what new procedures are needed to prepare the nhew reports. Fortunately,

the Clerk's Office keeps a detailed accounting-journal for criminal and traffic
cases, with entries for all cash transactions hade tb date of sentehce;for all
transactions made subsequent to sentence, and even for cases wnere no cash is
involved. In accordance with accounting procedures, these entries are
independently checked. Thus, this journal provides a very accurate way of
counting cases with a certain status. Although only cases of a certain type are
reflected in this journal, there is also a journa] for parking cases. The
significant point is that the court is analyzing the reporting needs and seeking

a procedure that both exploits existing procedures and is accurate.

The basic document for a criminal, traffic, or parking case is the ticket. Even

when a police officer has not issued a ticket in the field, one is made oul on

~arrest. Practically every case has a ticket associated with it. Tthe tickets are

used to prepare Court Appearance Dockets and generally used to scheduie

appearances and trials.



There are problems with the individual docket that should be anticipated.

Jury trials need to be coordinated to achieve efficiency in the calling of
jurors. Two judges may schedule an appearance or depend on the appearance

of the same attorney at the same time. A case may not be ready even if a
judge is availabie. Special abilities of a judge cannot be assured for’a

case that requires it (less important in courts with this type of jurisdiction
perhaps). Since all judges do not render effective justice at the same rate;
the deliberate judge will be penalized. 1In Jurisdictions where there is no
transfer rule, if a judge gets a protracted case his other cases will also be
dé]ayed; in Akrony thé court plans to reassign cases so thét multiple
defendants will be tried together or so that cases involving one defendant will be

tried together.

In general, the question of individial calendar for a municipal court, is a
tfade—off between the advantages of master calendar for such a court and the
effect of change in 1mp&ov1ng calendaring effectiveness. .One objective of the
Supreme Court in mandating an individual docket system was to achieve state-wide
uniformity in réporting court activity. The Akron Municipal Court has

anticipated some of these probiems and shouid make plans to cope with all of them.
At least the disadvantages of an indiVidua] docket, should be recognized 1e§t

expectations be unnecessarily violated by the realities.

-

C. COMPUTERIZATION

As discussed above, the Court had submitted a proposal for "process analysis"

that had not been rejected on the grounds that funding was not available.



The proposal envisioned two phases. The first would include documentation
of the current manual system, analysis of information needs, survey of
existing computer centers, and producing a conceptual design of a computer
system with a cost benefif analysis. The second phase would include final
design of the computer system and a new manual system, dgsign of forms and
layouts, and selection of equipment. The ﬁfoject would include éna]ysis of
legat procedures, records and paper flow, organizational relationships, and |
administrative procedures. The proposal was well thought out. For cxample, } é
the courtthad taken the precaution of establishing a pd]icy to'withdfaw at

the end of phase one if that was indicated. That is rare foresight. Too many
courts commit themselves to computerization, and when ahalysis indicates they

should make major revisions in plans there is too much momentum to do so.

The primary objective of this proposed project was to implement centralized
case scheduling (under individual docket). Sub-objectives were to:

1. Provide the presiding judge and the ekecutfve officer of each court
with a weekly status 1ist of all cases pending and the mcvement of those cases
through the court, ‘ | ‘ : %

2. Provide the court with a central sourcé of information for all
participants in each case including defense counsel and prosec@ting attorneys
assigned to the case.

3. Provide that fthe witnesses to criminal, civil or traffic cases be called only -
when absolutely necesséry and when they are called, that the case is actually f

going forward for disposition on that date.
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4. Provide the courts with various reporting ability including reports

to the Ohio Supreme Court.

The idea of computers is new to the Court. There is thus a natural tendency

to emphasize the device and to want to borrow systems from other courts
without sufficient skepticism, There was a tendency to concentrate o the
computer rather than on information needs; that is, ta worry about method
ratner than needs. When attention was directed to needs, the major information
needs that emerged were scheduling, notification; and reports to the Supreme

Court.

There are some sound guidelines for data processing projects. One of these 1is
that a court should have control of the processes used in processing both
cases and administrat%ve matters, just as it dpes with a manual system. It
needs to be emphasized that the courts that have made the greatest progress in
computerization hawhad their own staff, and often either had a computer or
rented time from a commercial agency. Courts that depehd on other government
agencies, no matter how marvelous their data processing efforts arve, vun into

a variety of severe problems. One is that the court's priority is seldom seen

as high as any other agency. A tax run or payroll for a city orc county will

always be seen as wmore 1mportant than running a court's ca]endar For evidence
of this problem in Akron, one need only look to the attitude of the City as

expressed to the consultant.
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The Court feels that the City's cooperation has been good. However, the city's
approach to data processing is purely on the basis of cost. Furthermore, the

city gives the court's processing a 10w priority on the grounds that the Court's
budget 1s Tow when compared to other agencies. The separation of powers is nat
recognized. The premise was that the measure bf ah agency's service to the
community was its budget. (It was also acknowludged this was a weak argument but

that "you have to start somewhere".) Ira Sharkansky (in The Routines‘gf_ﬂgjjtics

1970) calls this the “spending-service cliche”. He points out that decision

makers have problems that lead them to use this routine: thg complexity of the
relationships of the actual factors that influence service, lack of data about

such factors, a belief that many of thesc factors cannot be manipulated by

public officials, the appeal of money as a common denominator, and popular
acceptance of this routine. Tt is a natural feeling among city and county
administrators, but the courts need to educate these administrators if they are to
have control over their own processes. No matter how cooperative a progravmer

may be, if he works for someone else, the programg‘he produces will not he under
the court's control. A court would not have its secretaries working for the public

works department. Its programuers, too, should be its own.

There are other data processing guidelines, which are set forth in the

Titerature (see, for example, Adams , Courts and Computers; Shaw and Atkins,

Managing Computer System Projects). Some of these seem more important to the

Akron Municipal Court at this time. Indeed, they are already planning for

change in their docketing processes. They recognize the necd for experinent,
that mistakes are inevitable in any new process, and that unforseen change is
almost always a part of any developing system. This is no Tess true of data

~ processing system developnent, There is a need to plan for changing procedures
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and for manual override of computerized procedures. (Customers who correspond

about their coﬁputerized bills too frequently become keenly aware'of this

Since there will be mistakes, there is a need -to establish audit procedures.

There needs to be routine tests of data accuracy and procedures and staff to

méke the necessary corrections. The Court should analyze its needs before it
Jumps to computerization, It should think in terms of data processing neocds
rather than in terms of acquiring a computer. A court may computerize and satisfy
needs for Career buinﬁng forgetting the computer scene. There are also of

course Tegitimate needs.  Where the same data is written over and over as cases
flow through the system, or where the same data is maintained at several places

in the system, computerization should be considercd, If data is needad rapidly

or the same computational processes are vepeated in a high voluwe opevetion,

computerization should be considered.

Wher needs ave finally established, one should conceive alturnative wethods of
achieving those needs. Beside each there should be Tisted the costs and benefitls
of each, Then, the most desirable alternative can be chosen. Before a need voir ¢
data item is established, the cost of providing it must be estimated. The |
consequences of not providing it need to be ancolyzed, too. The reascn for

providing it should be documented.

1t should be remembered that a computer does nathing aleie.  Heither decs a
computer with a program. To accompliszh a result, one ncelds & compuior, DO
procedures, specifications, and the 1ike. (Some of these can be borowid frev

other users, some cannot,) Each couri has to decide on ts e newds.
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In checking out prospective vendors, remember that the Chicago office of a
vendor 1s not the same as the New York office. It is not enough to check on

a given companf, one must check on the men who will be assigned to your work.
At the same time, it is only fair to have clearly in wind the kind of work

you want done. Do you want a system to show other people? Are you trying to
solve a problem? Are you fighting a political battle and need backing for your
v}ews against the views of other agencies? Remember that if your needs are én
effective information system a negative reference from someone who wanted
political support may not mean too much. Occasionally, the customer himself is
at fault when an eﬁforf fails, but you cannot reasonably exﬁect him to admit it.
In short, there is no vroyal road to vendor selection. It requires comnon

sense, and paradoxically, both skepticism and trust. The central question is

what kind of job will these specific people do for you?

If is dmportant that a court he in close communication with other courts that

have faced similar problems. One of the least expensive ways of achieving this

is attendance at selected professional meetings by the executive officer and an
interestcd judge. .Such meetinygs include the Hational Conference of Court
Administrative Officers, the Mational Association of Trial Court Administrators,

and the Hational Association for Court Adninistration. In regard to computerization,
visits to selected sites are a very cost-effective way of finding. helpful
efficiencies and procedures. lost court administrators are too busy to provide

by mail the kind of data that can be gathered in a visit. It is seldom documented,
nor do their budgets permit it. Visits to the Washington, D.C. Superior Court

are recomnended,
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III. OTHER OBSERVATIONS

In the course of the on-site analysis other problems were discovered

that the Court may wish to study. Although a detailed coverage of

them is beyond the scope of this conéthation, the court indicated a desire

to have such itemé included in this report. They are simply Tisted

‘here for whatever action thé Court deems necessary.
}. Cash control was rigid, as it should be, as far as the consultant
could determine. Howevé}, the attitude toward tickets was more
casual. For example, prosecutors apparently have access to tickets
and take them at their discretion. The Court may wish to have the
matter luoked into to see if ticket control should be tightened.
(However, the situation was not clearly a problem and this does not
appear to be a priority item.)
2. Prisoners are scnt to court in jail concha11s. This places
them at a disadvantege compared {o those whe are on bail. The
judges should ask themselves whether this practice should continue.
Admittcdly a change here would make probleass for the pelice, but it
is the practice in other jurisdictions fovr prisoners to change to
"strect" clothing for court crjearinces.
3. It was reporicd that a bailiff reads r?éhts to dafendants who
appear in court. The judgez oy wish o assfgn‘thiz funct{on o a
judicial officer.
4. It wes réporiaﬂ phat prosooutors sobroole pre-tiviels andyeeﬁ trial
dates. iﬁncé it is géncra;;y cuceptod inab calendaring should te in
the hands of the corvt ratlor than the cescecutors, the judgv;

i
H
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5. The courtrooms are well appointed down to the floors, which

give a barbershop flavor to otherwise dignified surroundings.
Carpets are recommended.

6. The consultant sat in one chair in one jury box and that.
chair was uncomfortable. Someone should check this problem, by
generally testing the courtrooms from tﬁe point of view of

jurors. .
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IV. SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In summary, this is a forward-moving court that may be expected
to correct its own problems given time. Capebility, dedication, and
cooperation are excellent. Judges and non—judiciaﬁ personnel are open
'to suggestions and morale i§ high. Planning for docket changeover is
well thought out and underway. Plans for computerization generally
followed accepted systein devé1opmant procedures. Based on these
considerations, on—site observations, and relevant background documentation,
the following recommendations are made. (The recommendations made here
cummarize the discussion in the previous sections of this report.)
1. Continue the current approach in planning for the docket
changeover. Study the claimad advantages of master docket and
the claimed disadvantages of individual docket to help anticipate
problems with the individual docket. Continue to Tock for places
where audited counts of cases (py category of case) are made, as
sources for the reports to the Supfeme Court.
2. In computerization, look to information needs rather than to
the computer. Take Qigorous steps to chsure that the Court has
control of all processes of the Court or ofithe Clerk's Office.
Automating a clerical process, for example, should not remove it

from the Court's day—to~day control.

g
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3l Take steps to ensure an adequate travel bUdget. Restricting
this budget unnecessarily canh cost the tax payers more in the
long run through overlooked technigques and savings discovered by
other courts. Visits to courts that Haye relevant experience can
yield information that can be obtained in no other way (whether

that be mail, phone, or the Tike).
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