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SUBJECT

Review of Department of Public Defense data and programs related to addressing racial disproportionality and disparities in the King County criminal justice system.

SUMMARY

At its March 8th meeting the Committee received an overview of plans to review racial disproportionality and disparities in the County’s criminal justice system. It was noted at this meeting that the County had significantly reduced its adult and juvenile secure detention population, but had not reduced the racial disproportionality between those populations and the County at large. Staff noted that no jurisdiction in the country appears to have succeeded in reducing racial disproportionality in its criminal justice system.

For these reasons and because of continuing Council concerns about disproportionality in the criminal justice (CJ) system, staff developed a work plan to: identify the scope of racial disproportionality in the County’s CJ system for both juveniles and adults; determine how the County’s CJ agencies are addressing disproportionality; and develop a framework for developing new approaches, programs, and other system improvements that could lead to reductions in disproportionality.

Today the Department of Public Defense (DPD) is expected to respond to the committee’s request for information about: (1) the data related to racial disparities in the CJ system that DPD is tracking, (2) any programs that DPD has adopted or intends to adopt to understand and address the issue of racial disproportionality; and (3) DPD’s participation in any inter-agency or inter-branch work that is designed to reduce racial disparities in the CJ system.

BACKGROUND

Through the efforts of the County Council, the Executive, and the County’s separately elected CJ officials, King County has taken significant steps to improve its CJ system for both adults and juveniles. The County has adopted policy frameworks for the use of secure detention, while also establishing policy direction to develop alternatives to secure detention and treatment services in the community to reduce recidivism and improve public safety. As a result, though the County’s overall population has grown, the numbers of person arrested, charges referred, charges filed, and adults and juveniles detained have declined significantly over the past 15 years.  Nevertheless, though the County has adopted revised policies as part of its CJ system reforms, including the Equity and Social Justice Initiative and the King County Strategic Plan, the goal of reducing racial disproportionality in the CJ system has not been achieved. To focus on this issue, the Chair of the Law and Justice Committee has asked staff to develop a work plan to develop a countywide approach to reducing racial disproportionality in the County’s CJ system.

DPD defends individuals who are accused of a crime and cannot afford an attorney. DPD also provides legal help to individuals who cannot afford an attorney and are facing certain other matters such as juvenile dependency, civil commitment, or civil contempt proceedings. Because of the nature of its work, DPD has less discretion in the performance of its duties than perhaps any other CJ agency.

DPD has been asked to provide the following information for this initial briefing:

1. Data.
0. What data related to racial disparities in the CJ system is DPD tracking?
0. What conclusions, if any, has DPD drawn from the data?
0. If data are unavailable or inadequate for analysis, what is needed to obtain useful data?

1. Current Programs
1. What programs has DPD implemented, or does DPD intend/hope to implement, to understand and/or address the issue of racial disparity?
1. What performance measures, if any, does DPD have for those programs, and what have been the results to date?

1. Collaboration with Other Departments/Agencies
2. Who are DPD’s representatives on the County’s Disproportionate Minority Confinement Committee and Juvenile Justice Equity Steering Committee?
2. Is DPD participating in any other inter-agency or inter-branch work that is designed to reduce racial disparities in the CJ system?

DPD has also been invited to share with the committee any suggestions or thoughts DPD might have about the committee’s effort to address the issue of racial disproportionality in the CJ system.

INVITED
· Lorinda Youngcourt, King County Public Defender
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