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Effectiveness of Drug Courts

The scientific community has put drug courts
under its microscope and concluded that drug 

courts work better than jail or prison, better 
than probation alone, and better than 

treatment alone.



Drug Courts Reduce 
Substance Abuse by More than 35%



Drug Courts Reduce Crime by as Much 
50% Compared to Other Dispositions



Impact on Recidivism

Nationwide, 75% of Drug Court graduates 
remain arrest-free at least two years after 

leaving the program (NIJ, 2007).

Rigorous studies examining long-term 
outcomes of individual Drug Courts have 
found that reductions in crime endure for 

over 14 years.



Drug Courts Reunite Families



Family Drug Court
A recent review of the research literature 
concluded that FDC is among the most

effective programs for improving substance 
abuse treatment initiation and completion in child 
welfare populations (Oliveros & Kaufman, 2011).

Children are up to 40% more likely to be 
reunified with their families, spend significantly 
less time in foster care, and are returned to their 

families much sooner.



Drug Courts Save Money



Drug Courts Produce Superior 
Return on Investment

Adult Drug Courts return between $2.21 and $3.36 to the
justice system and up to $27 of savings in community 
impacts for every one dollar invested (Bhati et al.,
2008). 

FDC show significant savings from a reduced reliance on 
out-of-home child placements. Estimated savings from the 
reduced use of foster care were approx. $10,000 per child in 
Maine (Zeller et al., 2007), $15,000 in Montana (Roche, 
2005), $13,000 in Oregon (Carey et al, 2010), and £4,000 
($6,420) in London (Harwin et al., 2011).



2,825 Drug (Tx) Courts 
1,474    Adult Drug Courts 

459    Juvenile Drug Courts
321    Family Drug Courts
221    DWI Courts
129    Veterans Treatment Courts
127    Tribal Healing to Wellness Courts

39    Co-Occurring Courts
30    Reentry Drug Courts
25    Federal Drug Courts 
5    Campus Drug Courts
3   Federal Veterans Treatment Courts







2013 Drug Court Activity

141,650 currently being served
1.3 million participants since 1989









Drug Courts Around the World

• Australia, Belgium, Bermuda, Brazil, Canada, 
Costa Rica, Chile, Cayman Islands, England, 
Ireland, Jamaica, Mexico, New Zealand, 
Norway,  Scotland, United States and Wales.

Feasibility Stage

• Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Israel, Italy, 
Japan, and Viet Nam



DWI Court

Intensive Treatment

Quick  Accountability

High Risk/High Need

Post-Conviction



DWI Courts

229 Stand-Alone DWI Courts 

422 Hybrid DWI Courts

651 Total



In 2013, the National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB) endorsed DWI Courts as an effective 
strategy for rehabilitating repeat DWI offenders.  

The NTSB reached this conclusion in response to 
recent studies and meta-analyses demonstrating 
DWI Courts reduce DWI recidivism, car crashes, 
and general criminal recidivism while returning 
substantial cost savings to taxpayers. 

NTSB  Endorses DWI Courts



Wisconsin
Waukesha Alcohol Treatment Court

Recidivism rates for any new 
offense were found to be 

significantly lower (29% vs. 
45% for the DWI Court 

participants.

The DWI Court sample consisted of 3rd-
time DWI offenders, 94% of whom had 

been diagnosed as alcohol dependent
(Hiller et al., 2009) 



Georgia
Recidivism, defined as a new DWI
or alcohol-related conviction, was 38
percent lower for DWI Court
participants and 63% lower for
graduates after four years than for
probationers from adjacent counties.

Recidivism, defined as a new DWI
or alcohol-related conviction, was
65% lower for DWI Court
participants and 79 percent lower
for graduates compared to
probation completers in the same
county.

(Fell et al, 2011)



California
In San Joaquin, CA, DWI Court participants,
regardless of whether they graduated, were half as 
likely as matched probationers to be involved 
in an alcohol or drug related car crash over a 
period of 18 months. 

The DWI Court participants were also more likely 
to comply with court, probation and Department 
of Motor Vehicle (DMV) requirements and to 
regain their driver’s licenses. 

(Carey et al., 2012) 



Cost Benefit of DWI Court
In Bernalillo, NM, the total cost of DWI Court was 
$654 per participant compared to $2,125 for 
standard probation, leading to overall savings of 
$247,010 for the jurisdiction over two and a half 
years (Guerin and Pitts, 2002).

• In Maryland DWI Courts produced average net 
cost savings of $1,505 per participant and $5,436 
per graduate (Mackin, et al., 2009a.; Mackin, et 
al., 2009b).  



www.JusticeForVets.org

Veterans Treatment Court
Veterans Fought for our Freedom

Veterans Treatment Courts Fight for Theirs 



Veterans Treatment Courts
There are currently over 130 Veterans Treatment Courts 

operating throughout the Nation

6,500 Veterans who would otherwise be incarcerated are 
participating in Veterans Treatment Court. 

Growing at five times the rate of Drug Courts

Over 200 more being planned

Changing the way our Justice System and the VA treats veterans



Why Veterans Treatment Courts

More than half of the 2.6 million Americans 
deployed to fight the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan struggle with physical or mental 
health problems stemming from their service, 

feel disconnected from civilian life.



Why Veterans Treatment Courts
41% of Iraq and Afghanistan war vets —

more than 1 million — report having outbursts 
of anger, and 45 percent have relationship 

problems with their spouse or partner. Both are 
indicators of post-traumatic stress and could 
suggest that rates of affliction may be higher 

than “1 in 5” forecast in 2008.

One in six Iraq and Afghanistan veterans are 
alcohol and/or drug addicted. 



Why Veterans Treatment Courts
Tragically, suicide among our veterans is at 

epidemic proportions. For every soldier 
killed downrange on the battlefield this year, 

25 veterans commit suicide.  More than 
8,500 veterans committed suicide last year –
that’s approximately 22 a day; more than the 

total number of soldiers killed in 
Afghanistan and Iraq combined since those 

wars began.



Travis County, TX 
A 90-Day Snapshot

679 charges were filed against 458 Veterans. 

147 Veterans were arrested two or more times during the 90 
day survey period. 

65% of arrested Veterans have not received VA services.

DWI charges were filed in 19% of cases, followed by 10% 
for assault with bodily injury, 7% for theft, 6% for 
possession of an illegal substance, and 5% for public 
intoxication. 22% of felony cases were for aggravated 
assault with a deadly weapon. 



The Solution - Veterans Treatment Courts
First Veterans Treatment Court, January of 2008 – Buffalo, NY 



Mobilizing Vet Support

Veterans Health Administration (VHA) 
Veterans Benefit Administration (VBA) 

Vet Center 
County Veterans Service Officers 

State Department/Commission of Veterans Affairs



Veterans coming to the aid of their fellow veterans

50% of the time – bonding, communicating

50% of the time – acting as a resource 

Volunteer 
Veterans Mentors  



VSO Support

The National Clearinghouse for Veterans Treatment Courts  at the
National Association of Drug Court Professionals 



Vet Court Con 2013

The National Clearinghouse for Veterans Treatment Courts  at the
National Association of Drug Court Professionals 



The National Clearinghouse for Veterans Treatment Courts  at the
National Association of Drug Court Professionals 

www.JusticeForVets.org



Our Challenge – Put a Veterans Treatment Court 
within reach of every veteran in need. 



Concerns As We Grow
Fidelity to the Model

The closer Drug Courts follow the 10 Key 
Components, the larger the effects

Drug Courts that do not follow the model tend to be 
ineffective or even harmful



Decrease crime

No effect on crime

Increase crime
78%

6%

16%

Most Drug 
Courts Work

Variable Effects

(Lowenkamp et al., 2005; Shaffer, 2006)



Decrease crime

No effect on crime

Increase crime
78%

16%

Some don’t work

Variable Effects

(Lowenkamp et al., 2005; Shaffer, 2006)



Decrease crime

No effect on crime

Increase crime
78%

6%

16%

Some are 
harmful!

Let’s do the math:
2,361 drug courts (as of 

6/30/09)

x  .06  
= 142 harmful drug 
courts!

another 378 ineffective 
drug courts

(Lowenkamp et al., 2005; Shaffer, 2006)

Variable Effects



Fidelity to the Model



Why Standards?
• Fix programs with null findings 
• Disown harmful programs (6%)
• Prevent regression to old habits (model drift)
• Protect “brand name” from incursions
• Define standard of care for ourselves

– Limit appellate review to conformance with 
standards rather than creating standards

– Congressional committees, agencies, etc.



Why Standards? (Cont)
• Reduce legal & constitutional errors

– Procedural due process requires standards, 
rational basis, and notice of rights being 
waived

• Reduce disparate impacts (violations of Equal 
Protection)

• Because we care about getting it right!



Fidelity to the Model



AllRise.org



www.JusticeForVets.org

www.NDCRC.orgwww.NDCI.org

www.DWICourts.org
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