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Mich. bar calls court system 'outdated'
BY JESSICA M. KARMASEK

LANSING, Mich. (Legal Newsline) - A Michigan judicial task
force has issued a report making several recommendations for
the state's "outdated" court system, including how to cut costs
and streamline its operations.

The State Bar of Michigan's Judicial Crossroads Task Force, in
its 23-page report released Jan. 26, focused on court structure
and resources, technology, business impact, and access to
justice.

The report was written for lawmakers and the state Supreme
Court so they will consider making changes to the current
system.

The task force, itself, is composed of 29 leaders of the bar,
business, civic and political communities.

"The Judicial Crossroads Task Force was born of a recognition
that the landscape for Michigan's justice system is changing in
perilous ways," it explained.

"The state's fiscal situation has been dire and the horizon for substantial recovery is uncertain. For the
past decade, our judges, prosecutors, and the bar have been struggling to deliver justice in the face of
diminishing resources and rising needs. Their efforts have been surprisingly successful in delivering
significant cost savings while preserving essential services. But more and more, they are finding that
the fundamental services they are constitutionally bound to deliver are at risk."

The work of justice, the task force says, doesn't exist in a vacuum.

"We do not need radical change, but we need to do difficult things urgently and purposefully," it said.

The task force points to three "essential" elements: Streamlining the state's trial courts and foster cost-
saving collaboration; harnessing technology to meet "urgent and emerging" needs more cost-
effectively; and fixing fundamental problems before they grow worse.

In streamlining the trial courts and therefore hopefully saving money, the task force recommended the
following, among others: 

- Create a statewide council of trial court leaders to "steer the course for change";

- Use a Justice Advisory Board to create constructive links to all key stakeholders inside and outside
the justice system and to plan, coordinate and evaluate justice initiatives throughout the state;

- Base the number of judges in each trial court on accepted and reliable data for achieving savings from
potential reductions in judgeships;
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- Take advantage of both the experience and the impending retirements of "baby boomer" judges to
make the transition to the streamlined trial court system successful;

- Use the successful techniques of so-called "problem-solving courts" to provide better service and
save taxpayer dollars;

- Test and implement methods of improving the resolution of business disputes; and

- Improve public access to fair resolution of tax disputes.

Upgrading technology throughout the court system, the task force says, would create a "functionally
unified" information system and consistent data for better planning, efficiency and future savings -- and
for greater accountability, public trust and convenience.

To fix the court system's fundamental problems, the task force suggested, among others:

- Creating and enforcing statewide standards and state responsibility for the delivery of legal services
to indigent criminal defendants to reduce errors and costs;

- Creating a reliable central website of user-friendly, up-to-date resources combined with local self-help
centers for people seeking self guided information on how to resolve or prevent legal problems;

- Establishing and enforcing statewide standards for the imposition of reasonable fees, fines and costs,
based on reliable statewide data; and

- Increasing and improving training in child welfare issues.

Even more specifically, the report calls for consolidating dockets, making trial court judge salaries and
health benefits uniform, and creating a pilot business docket in the Wayne and Oakland circuit courts.

In a statement last week, Michigan Chief Justice Robert P. Young, Jr., said of the report:

"The State Bar's 'Judicial Crossroads' task force has produced a thoughtful and detailed report that
merits serious consideration. I thank the task force for their efforts," he said.

"As the report notes, some of our state courts simply have more judges than they need to keep up with
their workload; also, many of our courts could benefit from consolidating some functions with other
courts in the same judicial circuit. The Supreme Court has long urged the right-sizing of our court
system and appropriate court consolidation.

"As chief justice, I very much appreciate having the State Bar's support for these measures as I
continue to advocate for them," he added.

From Legal Newsline: Reach Jessica Karmasek by e-mail at jessica@legalnewsline.com. 
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