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SUBJECT

A Briefing on the King County Superior and District Courts’ Current Use of Remote Video Technology.
SUMMARY

The committee will be briefed today on how both the King County Superior and District Courts have begun to use remote video technology for court hearings.  The committee will also hear a review of the challenges and the benefits in implementing the new technology and how the county will develop a work plan for further use of this technology in 2012. 

BACKGROUND

The Superior Court is the county’s jurisdiction trial court and has responsibility for civil matters, family law cases, criminal (any adult criminal case filed as a felony), and juvenile criminal offenses (all misdemeanor and felony cases) throughout the county. The court currently operates out of Seattle (the County Courthouse, Youth Services Center, and the Harborview Involuntary Treatment Court) and Kent (Maleng Regional Justice Center).  The court has almost 75,000 criminal, civil, and other case filings annually.  In addition, the court is responsible for juvenile court services and court-ordered supervision and treatment.  The court is supported by the Department of Judicial Administration—which acts as the Superior Court Clerk--and administers all court records for civil matters, family law cases, felonies, and juvenile criminal offenses filed in the Superior Court.  The department handles about 1.8 million documents annually.  
The District Court is the county’s court of “limited jurisdiction” and has responsibility for traffic infractions, certain civil matters, and misdemeanor criminal offenses in the county’s unincorporated areas, cities that contract with the court, and for the adjudication of “state” offenses (violations of state statute in the county or when the arresting agency is the Washington State Patrol or other state law enforcement agency).  The District Court currently holds court and provides public access at facilities located throughout King County:  Aukeen (Kent), Bellevue, Burien, Issaquah, King County Courthouse (Seattle), King County Jail (Seattle-jail calendars only), Redmond, Maleng Regional Justice Center (Kent), Renton, Shoreline and Vashon Island (one day per month).  The court handles a quarter of million cases annually.
Use of Video Technology at District Court 
Because the county’s District Court provides municipal court services to several of the cities that use these other jail facilities, the court has begun using video technology for hearings and other uses.  The court has worked with the cities of Redmond, Woodinville, Shoreline, Kenmore, Burien and Covington to provide video capabilities for in-custody inmates.  To provide this service, the District Court is using remote video at its courthouses in Redmond, Shoreline and Maleng Regional Justice Center, and is planning to add video capabilities at its Burien Courthouse in October and Renton Courthouse in January.  The court uses video between the SCORE, Snohomish, and Kent jails for all First Appearance hearings and has added arraignment hearings at Redmond.  The court also envisions using remote video technology to allow its probation officers to interview inmates at these jails.  

There is, however, no use of video for “state cases” where the inmates are held at county facilities and are adjudicated by the District Court.  According to the Department of Adult and Juvenile Detention, with the opening of the SCORE jail facility in 2012, the jurisdictions using video court at the Maleng Regional Justice Center will no longer need those services. As a consequence, the executive will eliminate the staff for the county’s existing in-custody video court facilities.  The department reports that it does not have any current plans to use remote video hearings for any of its current inmates.  

By way of comparison, the SCORE facility makes extensive use of remote video technology, both for court hearings and for video visiting (families, attorneys, probation, and treatment services staff).  The jail facilities in Kent and Snohomish County also use video technology to reduce court transports and reduce overall jail costs.
Use of Video Technology at Superior Court
The Superior Court also uses remote video technology for hearings.  The court uses video for its Involuntary Treatment Court at Harborview.  Hearings are held at the courtroom at the Ninth and Jefferson Building, but individuals that are being housed at hospitals other than Harborview are no longer transported to the courtroom for commitment hearings.  Instead, the patients and staff at the other hospitals provide their testimony via video link with the Harborview courtroom.  As a consequence, the court saves resources through more timely and efficient hearings, the cost of transport is eliminated, and patients are not made to wait for extended periods in hallways (on gurneys) for their hearings.   

2012 Workplan for the use of video technology
In reviewing the use of remote video technology by both of the county’s courts, it is clear that the use of this technology can only be initiated through the cooperation among several agencies—including the court, prosecutor, and public defense--in addition to the jail.  Because of the need to ensure cooperation among all of the potential users of remote video technology, the council adopted the following proviso as part of the 2012 Budget that would charge the PSB with the responsibility for establishing a work group to complete a plan to implement remote video technology.

Of this appropriation, $50,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a work plan, a report and a motion that acknowledges receipt of the work plan and the report and references the proviso's ordinance, section and number and the motion is adopted by the council. 


The work plan and report shall describe how the county can increase the use of remote video technology to reduce criminal justice agency costs and improve the provision of services.  The office of performance, strategy and budget shall convene a work group of representatives of the superior and district courts, the department of judicial administration, the prosecuting attorney's office, the office of public defense, the department of adult and juvenile detention, jail health services, Harborview Medical Center, the facilities management division and King County information technology regarding the county's current use of remote video technology, including how some county agencies use video technology to serve contract agencies and how the use of this technology can be expanded for court hearings and other uses.  The report and work plan should, at a minimum, identify how remote video is currently being used by county law and justice agencies, describe options for the expansion of the use of video for court hearings and other purposes and develop a work plan for the identification, evaluation and implementation of video for use by law and justice agencies.


The executive must file the motion, report and work plan required by this proviso by May 17, 2012,
Today’ Briefing.  Representatives of both the Superior and District Courts are here today to brief the committee on courts’ use of remote video technology for hearings and to describe the challenges and benefits in implementing the new technology.
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