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GOVERNOR’S WORKING GROUP ON JUSTICE POLICY REFORM 

 
Meeting.  The Governor’s Working Group on Justice Policy Reform met Thursday, September 24, 2015, 
in the Governor Robert Ray Conference Room of the State Capitol.  The topic discussed was mental 
health and drug courts, along with jury pool selection.   
 
Purpose and Members.  The purpose of the working group is to research and make policy 
recommendations related to reforms in Iowa criminal justice practices.  Members are: 
• State Public Defender 
• Commissioner of Public Safety 
• NAACP Representative 
• State Court Administrator 
• County Attorney Representative 
• Iowa Attorney General’s Office 
• Department of Corrections 
• Iowa Parole Board 
The working group is to present a written report to the Governor, stakeholders, and the public by 
November 6, 2015, so that the General Assembly can consider the recommendations during the 2016 
Legislative Session. 
 
Speakers for Mental Health Courts and Drug Courts.  Lettie Prell, Department of Corrections, provided 
an overview of Iowa drug courts and mental health courts that have been found to reduce recidivism.  
Applying national analysis data, drug courts show a 25.0% reduction in recidivism, and for every dollar 
spent, the return on investment is $9.61 over a 10-year period per participant.  They are good 
investments when run with fidelity and true alternatives to imprisonment, but if a participant is otherwise 
prison bound they are not effective.  The Waterloo drug court had to cease operations, and then found 
funding to reopen.  Ottumwa was also close to closing, but reduced staff by half to continue operation.  
Ottumwa no longer provides the drug treatment component of drug court, but that is now provided by 
private providers.  The Council Bluffs drug court is also looking at possibly shutting down.  The main 
reason for this is that drug courts are expensive to operate.  It costs $7,402 per participant per year 
average statewide, and this includes the judge and treatment costs.  The Criminal Juvenile Justice 
Planning (CJJP) Division of the Department of Human Rights evaluated drug courts and found that some 
segments of the offender population had lower graduation rates, including African American offenders 
and women.  From 2000-2015 there were 1,153 total drug court graduates.  Of those, only 6.0% were 
African American.  There was a question as to why there is such a discrepancy in participation, and Prell 
answered that each district is different, and that further research will be conducted.  To maintain 
statewide fidelity of the program, the CJJP provided some recommendations, including using a judge 
model rather than a panel model.  Drug courts are not for all offenders equally.  It was noted that there 
are other diversionary programs in Waterloo and Des Moines that are more effective, including African 
American initiatives that have decreased recidivism to the point where there is not a difference between 
African Americans and whites.  Those programs provide intensive supervision, a lower case load, cultural 
awareness training, and the larger community is involved with mentoring or family involvement.  Local 
judicial decisions are valued regarding placement in these alternative programs as communities, crime 
rates, and philosophies are different.  Also, there has to be trust that the alternative will be a meaningful 
punishment.    
 
Joe Goedken, attorney from Ottumwa, does defense work for the Ottumwa drug court and mental health 
court.  The mental health court is three years old.  Both serve as a prison diversion program.  The court 
model in Ottumwa was healthy, but is not anymore due to a cut in funding.  The local provider, Southern 
Iowa Economic Development Association (SIEDA) Community Action, donates its services for free if the 
individual does not have insurance.  This court has a very different atmosphere and is not adversarial.  
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The focus is on addiction and long-term sobriety, and work as a team is done across the sides.  Each 
district has its own budget and funding can be different.  The Ottumwa court is based on a national model 
and shadowed Polk County.  All the people in the diversionary program are felons, and they go through a 
lot to graduate in 18 months after which they have probation.  There are weekly urinalysis tests and less 
regular hair testing.  Thirty-two hours of school/work a week and 70 hours of community service are 
required, and the individual has to have a sober place to live.  They are required to attend drug court 
sessions weekly in Phase 1, every other week in Phase 2, every third week during Phase 3, etc.  They 
have to attend individual substance abuse counseling as well as support groups.  There are curfew 
restrictions.  The 12-step process of Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous is heavily relied 
on.  Drug court participants are required to pay off court debt.  There is more success with older clients 
that possess the maturity level needed and desire to change.   
 
Kirk Daily, Ottumwa judge, practiced criminal law before becoming a judge.  He stated that if the Ottumwa 
drug court doesn’t obtain additional funding it will probably be discontinued.  In the mental health court, 
98.0% of the participants also have drug issues.  It is much easier for a judge to send someone to prison.  
Drug court asks participants to change their lives, and there is a gain in confidence during the process.  
This program works with addicts and not casual users.  Participants require support once the program is 
completed.  Currently, the Ottumwa drug court is serving a maximum of 15.  Judge Daily also sees the 
teamwork and the effectiveness of the parole officer relationship. 
 
Teresa Bomhoff, National Alliance of Mental Illness (NAMI), states that NAMI supports mental health 
courts.  They are a recent development and require collaboration and consideration of those in mental 
health fields.  Participants are less likely to reoffend. The Council of State Governments and the National 
Center for State Courts have developed information on mental health courts, which are considered a core 
plus service.  Most development of mental health services in Iowa has occurred in crisis intervention 
training, and training of dispatch and law enforcement.  It is a goal to have 90 crisis intervention beds by 
2016.  Because of the two Mental Health Institute closings in Clarinda and Mount Pleasant, there is even 
more of an acute bed care crisis.  The population of Iowa is approximately three million people.  Studies 
have shown that one in four people have a mental illness, and 4.1% of these have an acute mental 
illness, yet there are only 725 acute care beds available in Iowa.  There is also a shortage in the 
workforce to handle the most mentally ill, and caseloads are high.  However, the current political climate 
does not embrace the idea of the additional staff needed.  Bomhoff suggested the recommendations 
should include expansion of the workforce through training and a school loan forgiveness program, 
multiple levels of care outside of the correctional area, addressing the long-term funding problem by 
increasing state Medicaid funds, appropriating the amount needed from the General Fund to offset the 
frozen mental health levy, and work on prevention and early intervention programs to create a focus of 
rehabilitation and not punishment.  Minnesota was suggested as a best practices model state.  Nebraska 
also has an excellent program to attract students into mental health professions.   
 
Speakers for Jury Pool Selection.  Chuck Kenville, Fort Dodge Public Defender, stated that in August  
of 2014 he had an African American individual charged with murder and the case was moved out of Fort 
Dodge.  He was surprised that there were no African Americans available for the jury panel.  In October 
of 2014 the same thing occurred with another case.  He stated that there is clear underrepresentation of 
minorities for jury pools and that there is no real working knowledge at the local level of how the jury pool 
lists are compiled.  He said there is a need to have the lists available by locality, and that newer 
automated processes exclude minorities.  Research shows that having a minority in the jury pool 
equalizes convictions between African Americans and whites and impacts plea bargains taken by African 
Americans because of a fear of all white juries.  He does not think that the identification of race for an 
individual on the jury summons should be optional.  .     
 
Russ Lovell, Drake law professor and NAACP consultant, stated that Drake is the only law school in 
America to bring an actual jury trial to the classes and students from jury selection to the end.  This year 
the case involved an African American defendant while everyone else was white.  Students were 
uncomfortable with that situation.  He said that it does no good to generate a fairer cross section of a jury 
pool if individuals can be struck using preemptory challenge “willy-nilly,” and that implicit bias is inherent 
in preemptory challenges that could be eliminated.  There is a problem but we do not know how systemic 
it is.  The Judicial Branch and the Department of Transportation need to be pushed to determine how the 
jury pool lists are generated.  Counties are not themselves monitoring the system and the listing of jury 
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pool potentials.  It is probably not intentional, but it is negligent.  A list of 22 recommendations for reforms 
of jury pools was distributed (see Attachment A). 
 
David Boyd, State Court Administrator, agreed steps should be taken to make sure everyone knows how 
the current system of jury pool selection works.     
   
Next Meeting.  The next meeting will be Wednesday, September 30.  The topic covered will be juvenile 
records and prison/jail phone rates.    
 

STAFF CONTACT:  Alice Fulk Wisner (515-281-6764) alice.wisner@legis.iowa.gov 

mailto:alice.wisner@legis.iowa.gov
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