Judge says
CTISIS over
at city court

State lawmakers

question strength of
plan to trim backlog

Trial delays still at issue

Heller tells legislators
system needs money
to make changes work

By CAITLIN FRANCKE
SUN BTAFF

Baltimore court officials
told state legislators yester-
day that they have solved the
crisis in the city’s justice sys-
tem that led to chronic trial
delays and prompted the re-
lease of several criminal sus- -
pects.

In the past nine months,
the criminal case backlog
has been slashed, trial delays
have been reduced and, for
the first time in six years,
judges and prosecutors are
closing more cases than are
being filed, Judge Ellen M.
Heller, the city's new admin-
istrative judge, toid lawmak-
ers.

“We at the Circuit Court
for Baltimore City no longer
think that we are in a crisis,”
Heller told members of the
House Appropriations and
Judiciary committees.
“There is no doubt we had a
crisis, no question about it. ...
You had a right to be con-
cerned, as did the citizens of
Baltimore City and Mary-
land state.”

Heller's pronouncement
was met with some skepti-
cism by legislators, who

questioned the strength of a
plan the court has drafted
for reform. Some expressed
concern that the plan lacks
measures for progress and
firm deadlines for change.

In a sign of support for the
beleaguered court system,
legislative analysts recom-

mended the rejease of $17.8
million legislators were
threatening to withhold from
variocus city justice agencies
unless reforms were enacted.

Del. Howard P. Rawlings,
chairman of the House Ap-
propriations  Committee,
said he has not decided
whether to free up the funds.

Rawlings said that statis-
tics showing a decrease in
backlog is over a “very imit-:
ed [time] period.” He said
the plan lacks firm deadlines
and bench -marks for
progress, '

concerns that the analysts noted.

“There are no goals as to opti-
mally where you expect the de-
cline [in backlog] to level off,”
Rawlings told the judges. “I was
kind of surprised that [legislative
analysts] recommended the re-
lease of these dollars.”

Since January, the number of
pending cases has been reduced
by 23 percent — from 9,089 to 6,947
— and the number of defendants
awaiting trial has been cut by 19
percent, court officials said.

Heller told the legislators that
though the crisis is over, court offi-
cials are working to eliminate trial
delay. The court system needs
money to hire a criminal case co-
ordinator to oversee the docket
and monitor backlogs, computers
for a new case-management sys-
tem and more drug-treatment
stots.

Heller did not say how much
that would cost, but questions
were immediately raised about
who would pay for the reforms. In
addition, the court plan calls for
the prosecutors’ budget to be in-
creased by $6 million, an increase
of 30 percent.

Heller said she doubted the city
could provide the necessary fund-
ing. She said the city has long
“starved” the court system in the
hopes that the state would take it
over.

“I think it is unrealistic to think
that Baltimore City is going to give
us the funding we need,” Heller
said.

John H. Lewin Jr., director of
the Criminal Justice Coordinating
Council, composed of leaders of
city justice agencies, told legisla-
tors he thinks the city might be
willing to pay for some changes
when a new mayor is elected.

“1 expect a change in attitude.”
Lewin said.

Yesterday, both mayoral candi
dates came Lo testify, but neithe
one discussed allocating addition
al funds for the court system.

Democratic nominee Mariin
O 'Malley, who has pledged to im-
prove the city justice system,
hinted that he would be seeking
state help.

The wounded justice svstern is
“not a problem that we can fix en-
tirely on our own,” O'Malley said.

O’Malley said he wants to focus
on resolving cases as quickly as
possible. He said police should is-
sue criminal citations for minor
crimes, instead of arresting peo-
ple, so that the jails and courts
don't become clogged. He pro-
posed creating an arraignment
court where felony defendants
would be brought within & week of
their arrests. That can now tal»
months.

The longer a case waits to go to
trial, the more it helps the defense,
he said.

“The case is Jikely to dizinte
grate over time,” he said. "T will do
everything in my power to restose
energy and urgency to the tash v
criminal justice reform.”

His Republican opponcnt, s
vid F. Tufaro, said jury selection’
should be shortened and porkine
and speeding tickets should b-
taken out of the court system.are
form that would probabiv require
achangeinthelaw.

“We den’t need a court sysiem
to resolve those issues,” he said
“We have to focus theo full e
sources of the systemn on dealmy
with the viclent crirvinals ™

Tufaro also agreed with O'Mal
ley on the need toissue criminal ¢i-
tations instead of making arrests
for minor crimes.



