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SUBJECT

AN ORDINANCE relating to the establishment of a veterans treatment court in King County.
SUMMARY

The proposed ordinance would accept the Executive’s recommendation to establish a veterans treatment court in King County and direct it to be implemented by January 1, 2012. The proposed legislation sets forth four policy goals for the treatment court. It also calls on the Executive to, together with the county’s criminal justice agencies, review options for continuing veterans treatment court beyond the initial pilot year and to recommend a proposed strategy to provide Veterans and Human Services Levy funds to support the veterans treatment court. The proposed funding strategy would be due to the Council with the 2013 Executive Proposed budget. 
BACKGROUND

Unique Needs of Veterans: Veterans are a growing segment of the population, both in King County and across the country. King County has a large population of veterans due to the location of the US Veterans Affairs Health Care System facility in Seattle, and the nearness of both Joint Base Lewis-McChord and the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard. 
The table below summarizes the local and national veteran population:
	Veterans by the Numbers

	· 23 million veterans in the US

	· 1.7 million veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan wars alone

	· 623,000 veterans in Washington State

	· 143,000 in King County

	· 230,000 veterans were in local jails and state and federal prisons in 2007



As noted in previous briefings, veterans have unique needs. The table below summarizes key
challenges of the US and local veteran population:
	Veterans Challenges

	· 1 in 5 veterans (25 percent) report symptoms of mental disorder 

	· 1.8 million veterans met the criteria for a substance abuse disorder in 2006

	· 1 in 3 (33 percent) of the adult homeless population has served in the military 

	· 17 percent of active duty Army personnel in the Army 25 percent of Army reserve members screen positive for PTSD three to six months after returning home


	· 22 percent of all combat casualties from the Iraq and Afghan conflicts are brain injuries


	· 18 veterans commit suicide each day on average, an estimated 20 percent of the 30,000 to 32,000 US deaths each year from suicide



Post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is an anxiety disorder that may occur after exposure to or involvement in a traumatic event. Traumatic brain injury (TBI) occurs when a sudden trauma causes damage to the brain. TBI can result when the head suddenly and violently hits an object, or when an object pierces the skull and enters brain tissue.
The combination of mental health problems and substance abuse can be potent and can trigger behaviors that draw veterans into the criminal justice system.  PTSD and TBI can cause violent outbursts often targeted at family members, leading to charges of domestic violence. Self-medicating with alcohol and drugs can lead to impaired driving and driving under the influence (DUI) charges.  As a result, domestic violence and DUI charges are common charges for veterans suffering from mental health and substance abuse issues.

Veterans Treatment Courts:  Veterans Courts (VC) are therapeutic courts in the tradition of drug and mental health courts.  A team approach is used with an emphasis on connecting court clients with treatment rather than punishing them with more jail time, although jail is used as a sanction when appropriate.  VCs, like other therapeutic courts, are opt-in models, which require that potential participants fit a defined set of criteria and then voluntarily opt in to the court by agreeing to the rules of the court and to abide by the developed treatment plan.  The relationship between the judge and the court client is important to provide both support and accountability.

VCs are distinguished from drug and mental health courts in their exclusive focus on veterans and the emphasis on utilizing treatment and benefits provided by the VA, rather than local services.  In addition, VCs emphasize the importance of community among court participants.
Since 2008, at least 80 jurisdictions across the county have started or are starting a VC.  In Washington, four counties have veteran specialty courts: Clark, Pierce, Spokane and Thurston. Seattle Municipal Court is reviewing options to provide veterans with enhanced services through its court.
Federal Veterans Justice Outreach Initiative: As part of an overall strategy to meet the needs of veterans, the VA launched the Veterans Justice Outreach Initiative in 2009. The purpose of the Veteran Justice Outreach Initiative (VJO) initiative is to avoid the unnecessary criminalization of mental illness and extended incarceration among Veterans by ensuring that eligible justice-involved Veterans have timely access to Veterans Health Administration mental health and substance abuse services when clinically indicated, and other VA services and benefits as appropriate. 

King County is already taking advantage of the VJO Initiative in several programs including Crisis Intervention Team training (MIDD Strategy 10a); working with jail re-entry staff to identify incarcerated veterans and link them to services and housing when released. 
Budget Proviso and Executive Recommendation: The 2011 adopted budget included a proviso calling for recommendations on creating a veterans specialty court in King county. The Executive, in the report attached to Proposed Motion 2011-0270 (attachment 2 to this report), recommended that a veterans treatment court be piloted in King County for one year (with modified eligibility requirements) in the existing Regional Mental Health Court (RMHC). The initial pilot year would be funded by Mental Illness and Drug Dependency revenue allocated to the RMHC. 

A work group that included representation from the Courts, the Prosecutor, the Office of Public Defense, and the Department of Community and Human Services agreed that the veterans track can be piloted in RMHC. In addition to better justice and treatment outcomes for veterans, the report outlines many benefits of a veterans treatment court to King County. The benefits include:
· Maximizing access to VA benefits by criminally involved veterans and simultaneously minimizing use of state and locally funded programs.
· Building a trained cadre of staff experts around veterans issues and needs, including PTSD/TBI and other issues unique to veterans.
· Creating a community of veterans would foster a sense of camaraderie among its participants.

· Positioning the county to more competitively compete for federal grant funding.
· Recognizing the service of veterans to the country.
ANALYSIS
Proposed Ordinance 2011-0362: Proposed Ordinance 2011-0362 accepts the Executive’s recommendation to establish a veterans treatment court in King County. The proposed legislation calls for the veterans treatment court to be part of the County’s Regional Mental Health Court beyond its initial pilot year, directing a veterans court to be implemented by January 1, 2012. 
Four policy goals of veterans treatment court are identified in the proposed legislation. The four goals are:
1. A reduction of the number of veterans who are mentally ill, have post traumatic stress disorder or traumatic brain injury, or any combination thereof, or who use costly interventions such as jail, emergency rooms and hospitals.

2. A reduction of the number of veterans who cycle through the jail, returning repeatedly as a result of their mental illness, posttraumatic stress disorder or traumatic brain injury, or any combination thereof.

3. Diversion of veterans who are mentally ill, have post traumatic stress disorder or traumatic brain injury, or any combination thereof, from initial or further justice system involvement.

4. Explicit linkage with United States Department of Veterans Affairs programs and services.
The four policy goals are similar to other legislative policy goals established for county endeavors such as the Mental Illness and Drug Dependency (MIDD) and the Veterans and Human Services Levy services and programs. The goals contained within Proposed Ordinance 2011-0362 appear to be reasonable policy goals.  Progress in meeting the goals would achieve reduced jail usage, enhanced public safety outcomes, and improved quality of life for veterans who utilize a veterans treatment court in King County. 
Finally, the proposed legislation also calls on the Executive to, together with the county’s criminal justice agencies, review options for continuing the veterans treatment court beyond the initial pilot year and to recommend a proposed strategy to utilize Veterans and Human Services Levy (VHSL) funds to support the veterans treatment court.  The proposed strategy is due to the Council with the 2013 Executive Proposed budget. Please note that the pilot year of the treatment court will be funded within existing resources and expertise of the RMHC which is fully funded by the MIDD. 

Supporting the veterans treatment court after the first year would be an allowable expenditure for the Veterans and Human Services Levy. The initial drafts of the Veterans and Human Services Levy allocation plan that is currently open for public comment reflects some amount of funding that could potentially be utilized for veterans treatment court. Final funding proposals for the 2012-2017 VHSL have not yet been identified by the Executive nor transmitted to Council for consideration. 
In summary, a veterans treatment court would be consistent with the King County Strategic Plan and the Adult Justice Operational Master Plan principles. It would also demonstrate that King County values the service veterans provide the nation.

The proposed ordinance was reviewed by the Prosecutor’s office. No legal issues were identified. There are no known amendments to this proposed legislation. 
The proposed ordinance was collaboratively developed by the Council, the Executive, and District Court. 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2011-0362

2. Proposed Motion 2011-0270 (with attachment)
[image: image1.png]


[image: image2][image: image3]
� 2010 US census (�HYPERLINK "http://www.census.gov"�www.census.gov�) and National Association of Drug Court Professionals (�HYPERLINK "http://www.nadcp.org"�www.nadcp.org�).


� GAINS Center, “Responding to the Needs of Justice-Involved Combat Veterans with Service-Related Trauma and Mental Health Conditions,” page 5, �HYPERLINK "http://gainscenter.samhsa.gov/pdfs/veterans/CVTJS_Report.pdf"�http://gainscenter.samhsa.gov/pdfs/veterans/CVTJS_Report.pdf�.





� E. Lanier Summerall, “Report of (VA) Consensus Conference:  Practice Recommendations for Treatment of Veterans with Comorbid TBI, Pain, and PTSD. �HYPERLINK "http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/pages/traumatic-brain-injury-ptsd.asp"�http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/pages/traumatic-brain-injury-ptsd.asp�





� American Forces Press Service, �HYPERLINK "http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=58879"�http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=58879�.





� �HYPERLINK "http://www.va.gov/HOMELESS/VJO.asp"�http://www.va.gov/HOMELESS/VJO.asp�
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