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EYE ON THE COURTHOUSE:

A culture of waiting 
By Ellen Sackrison

As I wander on over to the courthouse with my red clipboard in hand, I anticipate two likely scenarios: I will wait in the courtroom, along with several others who have a reason to be there, with no explanation for the delay.  Or else the courtroom will be locked.  After monitoring courts for five years, I am not surprised by either discovery.  

As a former WATCH volunteer and now its program manager, I am accustomed to hearing volunteers ask, “How can one judge have that many hearings starting at 9 a.m.?”  Another common refrain: “Today nothing happened!” My answer: Welcome to your judicial system, where more often than not, hearings start late. So bring a book.  

Putting aside the complaint that volunteers are frustrated with waiting hours for a single hearing to take place, what’s most disappointing about the constant delays and re-schedules is that the public—including victims, defendants and their families—are  left waiting for hours with no announcements from the judge or the clerk.  With the exception of a few excellent judges, too often the public is left in the lurch. 

It’s generally understood that attorneys need to talk among each other and meet with their clients. Still, how difficult is it to make a public announcement that we are waiting on attorneys who are discussing matters of the case before coming in front of the judge?  Doesn’t the judicial system want to promote a good relationship with those who come into contact with it?  WATCH court monitors are volunteering their time to learn more about the criminal and judicial system in their communities.
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What they come to realize is that those who are mandated to court, along with victims and family members, are left in the dark—often waiting all day for their case to be heard.  Much more important than the volunteer’s wasted time are the hours wasted by those who take a day off from work, have to find child care, pay for parking, or bring their children to court because they could not afford child care.  Just recently a woman was seen stepping out of the courtroom three times in one morning to put more money in the two-hour parking meter; the last time she came back soaking wet from the rain, finally gave up and left.  Another woman was overheard outside of the courtroom voicing her frustration: “Man, they tell us to show up on time, but they never start on time.”  As I overheard this comment walking into the courtroom at 10 in the morning I heard another individual tell a newcomer that their 9 a.m. case had not been heard yet.  These are the types of comments I read and hear daily. 

Change needs to happen, and it can start by informing the public of delays taking place in the courtroom.  Volunteers continue to come back from court after having sat for hours waiting for one case to be heard, only to find out that it was rescheduled for another day. I think to myself, who else was in the courtroom waiting for that case to be heard?  The judicial system needs to take into account the people who sit and wait in their courtrooms all day.  Coming to the courthouse is uncomfortable and daunting enough as it is.  There’s no excuse for keeping victims and family members in the dark so that they’re left to feel like they’re little more than an afterthought. 

________________________________________________________________
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     IN THE NEWS
Twin Cities authorities are bracing for 

trafficking during Super Bowl 2018
The Super Bowl is returning to the Twin Cities for the first time in 26 years, and law enforcment authorities and social justice groups are already bracing for an uptick in internet sex trafficking. Local prosecutors and police agencies told the Star Tribune that hundreds of women and girls will likely be trafficked for sex when the Super Bowl comes to U.S. Bank stadium. The largest source, they say, will be huge organized parties, online ads and social media connections.   

Read the July 30 Star Tribune article here. 
Change needs to happen, and it can start by informing the public of delays taking place in the courtroom. 
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Of 200 OFP hearings in Hennepin County, the respondent failed to show up 18 times. At least one case was rescheduled after the respondent was a no-show despite having received and signed the papers. 
 OFP hearings: A need for consistency
What happens when a respondent fails to show up for an Order for Protection (OFP) hearing? It depends on the circumstances. 

WATCH volunteers observed 200 OFP hearings in Hennepin County between November 2015 and June 2016. Of those, the respondent—or person whom the the OFP is against—failed to show up 18 times, accounting for approximately 10 percent of monitored cases. Judges granted or extended an OFP in eleven of those cases. In six others, a hearing was rescheduled or postponed after it became clear that the respondent had not been served with an ex parte, or temporary, OFP order. One case was rescheduled after the respondent was a no-show despite having received and signed the papers. 

The lack of predictability is concerning, said Stephanie Avalon, training and technical assistance specialist at the Battered Women’s Justice Project. She added that the issue of orders not being served has been an ongoing problem in family and domestic violence court. 

“There’ve been a number of frustrations,” she said. “We met with sheriff’s deputies who talked to us about the process [of serving papers], but they changed it recently and it’s not working. We even hear of instances where service isn’t accomplished when the respondent is in custody; that seems ridiculous.”

Typically, when a respondent hasn’t been served because he or she cannot be found, there are other means to notify that person, according to Avalon. 

But in at least one case observed by WATCH volunteers, there was not even an attempt to serve the ex parte, or temporary, OFP to the respondent.  When a hearing was held on May 24, according to court documents, the OFP had been “faxed toe [sic] Blue Earth County Sheriff but never received.” By the time the hearing was rescheduled one week later with both parties present, the petitioner had decided to seek a dismissal of the OFP. According to the ruling granting that request: “the Respondent denies that domestic abuse occurred, and the Court makes no finding of Domestic Abuse.” The parties agreed to have no contact with each other for a year.

In other cases monitored by volunteers:

· The respondent to an OFP petition on behalf of a minor child had not been served with papers and was given 30 minutes to read them. He later requested an evidentiary hearing, and the case was continued. 

The need to reschedule hearings can add another hurdle to an already rigorous process. 
· The respondent did not show up; he had signed an order with the wrong date.  A monitor observed that the petitioner in the case worried that “the court would not be able to find the Respondent to serve him with the new order.”

· Respondent did not appear in court and called the judge to request a hearing. Judge denied the request and extended the OFP. 

For those seeking an OFP, the need to reschedule hearings can add another hurdle to an already rigorous—and at times challenging—process.  

“Consistency is important,” Avalon said, “because people are already doing something risky.”  ◊◊◊     

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
                         SEX TRAFFICKING UPDATE:
Patten trial ends in guilty plea
[image: image7.jpg]



A 45-year-old Minneapolis man on trial in Hennepin County for promoting and profiting from prostitution pleaded guilty just before closing arguments were set to begin. His sentencing is set for September 3.
James Franklin Patten was being tried on three felony counts: promoting prostitution, receiving profits from prostitution and engaging in sex trafficking. His plea came three days after his trial began on July 22. 

Patten was arrested at a Bloomington hotel in December 2014 after employees there described activities consistent with prostition in one of the rooms. According to a criminal complaint, Patten raised suspicions by spending between 20 and 30 minutes in the lobby or fitness center several times a day after paying for the room with cash.

Authorities later found hundreds of prostitution-related text messages on Patten’s phone sent to and from potential clients.

A female victim found in the room told authorities at the time that Patten was her “pimp” and that she was working as a prostitute, posting ads on Backpage.com, according to the complaint. She also said she turned all of her money over to Patten. Although the victim later recanted her testimony, prosecutors entered it into evidence at trial. They also played a recording between the victim and Patten in which the victim spoke about recanting her statements and her reluctance to get Patten into trouble. During the trial, the victim said she was testifying against her will. She stated that she engaged in prostitution so she could buy drugs. Although she saw between two and six customers daily and asked Patten to leave the hotel room between five and six times

A 26-year-old St. Paul man was sentenced to 365 days in the workhouse, closing the books on a set of five related cases in which a 16-year-old girl was trafficked for sex.
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a day, she said Patten might not have known she was engaging in prostitution and never asked what she needed the room for. In a phone conversation played during trial between the victim and Patten while in jail, the victim spoke about recanting statements and that she didn’t want to get Patten into trouble. In the recording, Patten was heard saying that everything would be okay if she did what she said she would do.

In other news:

—A 26-year-old St. Paul man was sentenced to 365 days in the Hennepin County Workhouse, with the possibility of 180 days of electronic home monitoring —closing the books on a set of five related cases in which a 16-year-old girl was trafficked for sex. The sentencing of Dante Ohaier Jones was part of a plea agreement approved by Judge Gina Brandt, who cited his amenability to probation and acceptance of responsibility as reasons for the downward dispositional departure; she also said his role in the offense was not as onerous as that of the other defendants.  Jones pleaded guilty to one felony count of promoting prostitution; a second felony count of promoting the prostitution of an individual under 18 was dismissed under terms of the agreement.  Judge Brandt also stayed a 62-month prison sentence for three years, and ordered that Jones receive furlough for school-related reasons and become immediately eligible for work release.    

Judge Brandt told Jones that she agreed to the plea deal because he has taken steps to improve himself. She credited him for five months of sobriety and for seeking out parenting classes. She warned him not to be around firearms, or to be around others possessing firearms. “You will be held accountable for someone else’s actions,” she told him. 

—A 21-year-old Bloomington man was sentenced by Hennepin County District Judge Jay Quam to 38 months in prison after pleading guilty to one charge of profiting from prostitution; a second felony charge of promoting prostitution was dismissed. Tayvon Lamont Tucker was arrested at a Bloomington hotel in July 2014 following a sting conducted by Bloomington police. According to a criminal complaint, Tucker was found in the hallway near the hotel room where a Bloomington officer had set up a meeting with a female through Backpage.com. The female told the officer that she had been working as a prostitute for 2½ years, charging up to $300 per hour. She said that she and Tucker used the proceeds to cover her heroin habit and other expenses, and that they set up appointments through a Backpage.com account. ◊◊◊◊◊
_________________________________________________________

CLARIFICATION: 
Comments made by Hennepin County District Judge William H. Koch highlighted in a previous issue of the WATCH Chronicle were erroneously included alongside an unrelated story on page 6 of our July issue. We apologize for the confusion.
WATCH is a court monitoring and judicial policy non-profit located in Minneapolis, Minnesota. WATCH works to make the justice system more responsive to crimes of violence against women and children, focusing on greater safety for victims of violence and greater accountability for violent offenders.
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