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Subpoena Assistance Unit 
By 

BILLY PRINCE 
Chief 
and 

W. TROY McCLAIN 
Deputy Chief 

Po/ice Department 
Dal/as, Tex. 

All too often, the court summons 
process has been viewed by individual 
officers and police administrators as a 
rather peripheral aspect of police 
work of minimal importance. Typically, 
court appearance notifications have 
been perceived essentially as the 
function of the courts and prosecuting 
attorney. Rarely do police agencies 
assume any responsibility for the 
court subpoena facet of the criminal 
justice system, preferring instead to 
conclude that the police are at the 

mercy of the scheduling whims of the 
courts and district attorney. 

Unfortunately, this rather narrow 
view of the court appearance process 
fails to take into account several sig
nificant implications that represent 
substantial adverse budgetary and 
productivity rep.ercussions, including: 

1) Officers' day-to-day attitudes 
toward the criminal justice 
process; 

2) Departmental overtime 
expenses; 
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3) Reduction in number of 
personnel availab!e for field 
service; 

4) Interagency cooperation; and 
5) Officers' demeanor in court. 

In previous years, Dallas police 
officers were required to attend court 
only when personally served with an 
official, legal subpoena. However, due 
to personnel shortages of the agen
cies responsible for the delivery of 
subpoenas, combined with the ever
increasing number of criminal cases 
constables and deputies were n~ 
longer able to physically serve every 
subpoena. 

In the spirit of cooperation, de
partment officials agreed to an infor
mal system of court summons that 
would require officers to respond to 
subpoenas sent through interagency 
mail. Officers were mandated to 
attend court when they received an 
unofficial court notice ("routing slip") 
through the mail. In the intervening 
years, the court summons system was 
liberalized even more to the pOint 
where officers had to honor even a 
telephone request from the court/ dis
trict ~ttorney's staff for their appear
ance In court or be subject to admin
istrative disciplinary action. 

The Problem 

In 1982, several problems sur
faced in regard to the court appear
ance process. First, officers' day-to
day attitude became negative, and 
t~ey began to express a growing am
bivalence toward the criminal justice 
system and the court appearance 

process. Second, it was recognized 
that court appearances by officers 
represented a sizable drain on field 
forces. Third, there was concern 
among the staffs of the district attor
ney and criminal court about the fail
ure of officers to appear in court after 
proper notifiGation. These issues 
served as a catalyst for the police de
pa~ment to conduct an indepth eval
uation of the court notification and ap
pearance process. 

The Study 

An analysis of the court sum
mons system revealed several inter
esting findings, including: 

1) Subpoenas were emanating 
from 50 different tribunals, 
staffed by over 125 prosecutors' 

2) Approximately 1,800 officers ' 
assigned to 9 different stations 
were subject to subpoenas; 

3) Most officers were receiving 
court notifications through the 
mail, with only a short leadtime; 

4) Many officers were receiving 
last-minute telephone messages 
to appear in court· 

5) Due to the numbe'r of courts 
involved (50), little consistency 
existed in terms of subpoena 
policies or procedures; 

6) :ar more cases were being set 
In each court than could 
conceivably be tried. A 
Significant number of officers 
were being subpoenaed only to 
be released after docket call' 
and ' 

7) Fewer than 10 percent of the 
officers subpoenaed to court on 
any given day actually testified. 

The existing summons system re
sulted in: 

1) Overcrowded courtrooms; 

-----------------------------

. . 

/'The Subpoena Assistance Unit reflected the police 
,idepartment's commitment to enhancing the efficiency, 
·'Jeffectiveness, and fairness of the court summons process." 
1------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2) Excessive overtime pay 
expenditures for off-duty officers 
attending court; 

3) Unnecessary depletion of on
duty officers from field service; 

4) A growing resentment by officers 
(both on and off duty) about 
being subpoenaed to court only 
to sit iOi)! and be dismissed 
without being called; and 

5) Lack of uniformity in the 
summons procedures used by 
the myriad of courts when 
requiring officers to appear in 
court. 

These problems manifested 
themselves in eroding cooperation be
tween the affected agencies, and in 
fact, engendered an adversarial rela

"" tionship between the police. courts, 
and prosecutors. 

The Subpoena Assistance Unit 
In response to both the findings 

l of the study and the spiraling com
r plaints from officers about the system, 
1 several corrective strategies were de-
j veloped. It was beiieved important to 
1 open the lines of communication with 
i the district attorney's office and court 

staff. Meetings were held to establish 
positive rapport with all the involved 
parties. The meetings were orches
trated to both underscore the prob
lems from the police department's 
perspective and solicit candid input on 
the needs of the judges and prosecu
tors. 

It was also decided that the prob
II:!ms surrounding the court appear-

Illustrstion of how the multitude of subpoenas 
origifllltin:J from fTIIJny courts .re coordifllltsd 
through the S/JbpotInIJ .ssisfllnce unit to • 
myrisd of police c/ivi$ions (.00 officefs). 

ance process were acute enough to 
create a unit devoted exclusively to 
the problem. This unit, the subpoena 
assistance unit (SAU), represented a 
sizable investment in personnel and 
other resources. It reflected the police 
department's commitment to enhanc
ing the efficiency, effectiveness, and 
fairness of the court summons proc
ess. 

Staffing 
SAU is staffed by one sergeant 

(supervisor) and six police investiga
tors. Each investigator was previously 
assigned to a felony court and former
ly served in a police/prosecutor liai
son capacity. Every officer assigned 
to the SAU, therefore, has had train
ing and experience in the interwork
illgs of the criminal courts from which 
all subpoenas originate. This arrange
ment is also beneficial from the stand
pOint that the SAU staff knows most 
of district attorney/court staff on a 
personal basis, which facilitates inter-

change concerning mutual problems. 

Operations 
The SAU processes over 36,000 

subpoenas each year from a number 
of tribunals, including 2 grand juries, 2 
misdemeanor appeal courts, 16 felony 
trial courts, 10 misdemeanor trial 
courts, 12 Justice of the Peace 
courts, 8 municipal courts, and a civil 
service trial board. The unit's sole re
sponsibility is the processing of sub
poenas and the coordination of offi
cers' appearance in court. There are 
several key features of the unit. 

The SAU uses a special tele
phone system that incorporates an 
automatic dialing capability for the 20 
"most caUed" telephone numbers, al
lowing speedy contact with frequently 
called numbers. The phones are also 
equipped with headsets. 

When numerous officers are sub
poenaed on a single case, the SAU 
staff doublechecks case documents 
to ensure that the officers summoned 
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"The subpoena assistance unit is a major step toward 
coordination and efficient operations between the three 
key components of the criminal justice network-the police, 
prosecutors, and courts." 

4 Dallas pO/let' $u/)pj.,1t.'f1a aSSIS{3'7 .. -'t1 .. ,ffll.,~e~ 
transmIts ..... Our! summ.Jns Ie Orl ..... eroS at ~e-n ... "h~ 

Elations vIa the , .. :'Of71pulr?r·as::>ls!t'u s ... t"f,\,(.r:a 
transmittal (Io..--AST) $ys!t.m 

can. In fact. provide Instrumental testi
mony Whde the final deCISion lies 
with the prosecuting attorney. some 
unnecessary witnesses are screened 
out prior to tnal. eliminating unneeded 
tflpS to court 

Stand-by (On Call) System 

Under thiS concept. officers no 
longer randomly report to COurt until It 
IS determined that their particular case 
Will. In fact. be tned and that their tes
t'fTIuny Will be needed Officers Simply 
remain on "alert" either at home (off
duty) or In the field (on-duty) until noti
fied that they are actually needed In 
court 

Computer-assisted Subpoena 
Transmittal (CAST) 

The SAU operates a Sophlstlcat· 
ed automa!8d court notification deliv
ery system Essentially. this computer
aided network enables tile SAl! to 
"electronically mall" court summ\.'· 5 

from the main police headquarh'r;, to 
nine outlYing police: faCIlities Tne 
CAST system offers numerous time· 
saving. automated features. Including 

1) The capacity to Identify an 
officer. IllS diVISion station, and 
hiS duty hours when hiS badge 
number IS fed Into the system. 

2) The capacity to sort all 
subpoenas for a given pOlice 
station and instantaneously 
transmit a tear-off receipt for 
each officer, as well as a 
summary of subpoenas sent for 
sUjJervisory control; 

3) The capacity to translate input 
codes into everyday language 
on officers' copies of subpoena 
slips; and 

4) The capacity to automatically 
print the prosecutor's office 
telephone number and the 
applicable court telephone 
number on each subopena slip, 

Advantages 

There are several advantages to 
an SAU: 

1) SpeCialization-As With any unit 
that :s devoted exclusively to a 
slnqle function, a great deal of 
e\(~ ertlse In the problems of 
suh!)oena processing IS 
de,'eloped. Uniform procedures 
ana 00llcles are formulated to 
facilltc"': problem solving, 

2) Slr!:,1le Contact POlnt-
Pmvtously, court and dlstnct 
at:orney's staffs wishing to locate 
an ohcer (witness) might be 
referrPd to several stations to 
locate him, often feeling 
frustrated by being transferred 
multiple times. Now, the SAU 
serves as an Intermediary, 
"tracking" any officer needed. 

3) "Disregard" Capability
Formerly, when a case did not 
materialize and had to be 
"passed" at the last minute, 
locating officers by court/district 
attorney's staffs to advise officers 
they need not report to court 
was often complicated. The 
common practice was simply to 
wait until officers arrived at court 
to inform them that they would 
not be used, The SAU acts as a 
convenient relay to notify 
officers of a cancelled case. 

4) Court Overcrowding Reduced
Because officers do not report 
to court until actually needed, 
court corridors and waiting 
rooms are less crowded, 

5) Cost Effectiveness-it is 
estimated that the SAU will save 
approximately $300,000 annually 
in overtime, 

6) More Officers Available for Fi&ld 
Service-It is projected that 
eight full-time officers will be 
available each day for field 
service under the standby 
concept. Under the old 
subpoena system, these officers 
would be sitting idly in court. 

7) Case Rescheduling-If, after 
receiving a preliminary 
subpoena, an officer encounters 
a scheduling conflict with 
personal activities (i.e., 
vacation), he may rearrange the 
case with the respective court 
through the SAU. In years 
past, officers were required to 
be present when subpoenaed 
regardless of personal 
commitments. Officers are now 
able to arrange a postponement. 
on a case which, in the past, 
seemed only available to 
defendants. 

8) Leadtime-Officers are now 
afforded much more advance 
notice on upcoming cases. In 
most instances, officers are 
given at least 2 weeks' notice. 
Prior to the formation of the 
SAU, it was not unusual for 
officers to receive less than 3 
days' leadtime to appear in 
court. 

Conclusion 

Cooperation has long been her
alded as the cornerstone of effective 
law enforcement. Unfortunately, how
ever, all too often "cooperation" is a 
vague and abstract concept. The sub
poena assistance unit is a major step 
toward coordination and efficient op
erations between the three key com
ponents of the criminal justice net
work-the police, prosecutors, and 
courts. Such a unit, devoted exclu
sively to the coordination and system
atic processing of subpoenas, can not 
only improve interagency teamwork 
but can also enhance productivity. 
There are other big dividends to be 
derived not only in monetary matters, 
efficiency, and morale but also in a 
renewed willingness to acknowledge 
that criminal justice should be an Inte
grated system that must work in har
mony to achieve mutl'al goals. FBI 
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