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In my own experience as a prosecutor, | saw how drug courts can be an extremely effective
means of reducing the impact of drug crime on communities and families, lowering costs to
taxpayers, and rehabilitating offenders. Consequently, | believe we should be looking for
ways for the federal government to support the roughly 2,500 drug courts across the country.

» Recognizing that we must balance competing demands from state and local law
enforcement for scarce federal dollars, do you agree that we should support drug courts
as a potentially cost-effective way to reduce crime?

Answer: From the perspective of crime control, it is important to increase treatment use
among those substance abusers who also commit non-drug crimes. The difficulty is that
many, if not most, drug-involved offenders will not seek out treatment voluntarily; hence
the need for leveraging the threat of prison to secure treatment entry, retention and
compliance. Among the various diversion programs that exist, Drug Courts are certainly
one option; however, we should recognize two facts before plunging into significantly
increased funding for Drug Courts:

e First, outcome evaluations of Drug Courts (those that measure changes in the
behavior of the drug-involved offender) have produced distinctly mixed results
with some Drug Courts producing impressive results and others failing to have
any impact on drug involvement.*

e Second, we have twenty years of experience politically supporting and funding
Drug Courts. That investment has produced treatment for approximately 70,000
drug-involved offenders nationwide, one-thirtieth of the estimated total number of
seriously drug-involved offenders over the same period. And since the typical
drug court judge supervises between 50 and 75 clients, scaling up Drug Courts to
handle the volume in question would require massive increases in the number of
judges and courtrooms.?

» Do you agree that drug courts can save taxpayers money? Why?
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Answer: It is true that Drug Courts typically operate at modest cost, but that should be
placed in the context of their limited effectiveness in changing drug-involved offenders’
behavior and the significant cost of scaling up the existing program of Drug Courts to
meet the need. For those offenders who respond positively to Drug Court incentives,
such Courts are certainly cheaper than Iengthy incarceration which does little to treat or
rehabilitate most drug-involved offenders.” But as mentioned in my answer to your
previous question, there are serious scale limits on Drug Courts that limit both their
effectiveness and cost savings in addressing a significant national problem.

> Are there other benefits of drug courts?

Answer: If we consider Drug Courts as an alternative to the more traditional probation
agency-based diversion program, then it can be said that Drug Courts, relying on the
power of judges, are likely to be more effective in inducing drug-involved offenders to
enter treatment. Research shows that the mandate to treatment under many traditional
diveriion programs is merely nominal with low sanction rates resulting in high violation
rates.

But perhaps there is another, more effective, cost-saving alternative to incarcerating drug-
involved offenders. An alternative to mandating treatment is to mandate desistance for
persons on probation or parole. This mandate can be enforced by frequent drug tests,
with predictable and nearly immediate sanctions for each missed test or incident of
detected drug use. Since probationers and parolees account for approximately one-half of
all the cocaine and heroin sold in the United States, and therefore for most of the
revenues of illicit markets, an effective testing-and-sanctions program would have a large
impact on the volume of the illicit trade — and presumably on the side effects it generates,
including the need for drug law enforcement and related imprisonment.

Such an approach has been taken in Hawaii (for chronic methamphetamine users) and in
South Dakota (for chronic alcohol abusers). Both programs have been rigorously
evaluated with very positive results.
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