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Despite an uphill struggle against bureaucracy and antipathy, Britain’s
two pilot drug courts are up and running and into their second year.
Carol Jenkins grabbed a ringside seat at London’s dedicated drug court

ORMAN, a tall, well-built and

formidable-looking man, strides into

the court and takes his seat next to

District Judge Justin Philips. Norman,

who has been arrested for drug-

related offences, including possession
and supply, several times over a period of six
years, is the subject of DTTO which requires him
to undergo regular tests for drugs and he is
required to attend Judge Philips’s court every six
weeks for an update on his progress.

“Norman, me old toe rag — how are you pal?”
says the diminutive and smiling Judge Philips,
giving the giant man a friendly hug. Norman beams
and greets the judge in a similar fashion, but it is
clear to see that even though he thrives on the
informality he still respects the judge and does not
take advantage of his friendly, welcoming manner.

Norman proceeds to give the judge an update
on his progress — he has been drug-free for the past
six months and has not committed a drug-related
offence in the last year. He speaks to Judge Philips
about his desire to train as a forklift truck driver
and get his life back. Judge Philips informs him
that the judges in the court have a trust fund from
which they can give grants to anyone they see as
being particularly deserving and he promises to
investigate whether Norman could be given a grant
to pay for his training.

Judge Philips demonstrates his obvious delight
that Norman has never given him a positive test for
Class A drugs in the time he has been seeing him
and he tells him: “I personally don’t think I can ask
for more and I'm proud of you.” He reads out
glowing praise of Norman from his probation
officer and then jokes: “If anybody had put
anything like that in my school report it would
have been a miracle. [ think it’s fantastic.”

Norman, who in other circums;ances might
have been treated like he is worthy' of nothing but
contempt, visibly glows with pride at the judge’s
comments.

CATALYST

Welcome to one of two US-style, dedicated drug
courts currently being piloted in Leeds and
London. Both have established a radical new
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Dhey target
drug-using
offenders
who would
otherwise
pass
through

the criminal
justice
system

framework in dealing with drug-misusing
offenders committing low-level crime to fund
their drug addiction.

The DDCs aim to reduce drug misuse and
therefore the associated offending behaviour,
rather than focusing solely on the offending
behaviour itself. The idea is controversial. Some
argue that the emphasis should principally be on
the offending behaviour and the victim, and that,
regardless of the reason a crime is committed,
an offender should be made to pay for his or her
crimes against society — in the most serious cases
through a custodial sentence. However, it has now
been recognised among criminal justice
professionals that the ‘lock them up and throw
away the key’ approach does little to break the
cycle of drug abuse and offending.

Despite initial opposition from some senior police
officers and after overcoming a series of bureaucratic
obstacles, the DDCs have now been running as pilots
for 15 months. They target drug-using offenders who
would otherwise go to prison and come back out
and re-offend. The motive is to remove the catalyst
for the offending behaviour and to rehabilitate
offenders.

[ was given unprecedented access to the West
London DDC. I sat in the court room, listened to
offenders, such as Norman, and their stories and saw
how their lives were being transformed as a result of
their access to this very different form of justice. One
of the most startling things about the courtroom that
is used for the DDC is its appearance — and how
different the atmosphere is from a conventional
magistrate’s court.

CONTINUITY
The DDC court room is much smaller and the
approach is informal. Offenders are referred to
by their first names. Yet it is clear that the judges
and justices who sit in the court are serious about
providing the necessary help, support and
occasional chastisement to aid the offenders in
changing their behaviour.

Judge Philips is one of three judges who sit
in the court on alternate weeks to a panel of
magistrates. Between them, the team have built up
considerable expertise in the field of drug-related




crime. They believe that continuity is central to the
success of the pilot: offenders appear in front of
the same faces each time they come back to court
for a review.

Judge Philips, who dispenses with the formality
even further by wearing casual clothes in court
such as football shirts and tracksuits, explains:
“The orders don’t work without continuity. What
we've found has been the most effective approach
is establishing a relationship and a rapport with
people and building up their self-esteem in a
way that perhaps they’ve not experienced in their
lives before.

“If I say to them that I want them to go away
and come back with three negative tests for drugs
and then they come back and see someone else
then this means nothing. But if they come back
and see me they would be able to stand in front
of me and say 1 did what you wanted.’

“I also think that my approach to them, in
treating them like human beings with feelings and
acknowledging that we all have failings creates a
positive environment for them to come off the
drugs.

“I doubt whether anybody in authority has ever
been particularly polite to most of the people we
see. How you treat them is vital.”

Later in the morning session, after one offender
has called Judge Philips “as mad as a hatter but
a decent bloke” the judge bursts with pride as
he signs off a drug user who has successfully
completed the programme. The man, called
Stuart, says he now has a full time job and works
12 hour days. He feels he’s got his life back as a
result of the support he has received while on the
community order. The judge is quite frank about
the man’s confession that he is to be a father for
the second time with a different woman. “How
on earth do you find time for that when you're
working such long hours?” asks Judge Philips,
to stifled giggles at the back of the court.

OWNING UP
In the afternoon session, presided over by fellow
District Judge Sue Williams, one offender again
demonstrates just how beneficial it can be to be
seen by the same judge and to be made
accountable for his actions, when he admits that
personal circumstances had led him to return to
drugs and that he was “gutted” to have let Judge
Williams down by testing positive for drugs.

The man, called Mike, has been attending the
court for a year and hasn’t offended during this
time. He is addicted to heroin and other

Trailblazer:

Judge Justin Philips
had to fight to set up
his drug court
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substances and was making what Judge Williams
described as “terrific progress” until a family event
made him lapse back onto drugs.

He explained that his two young children had
moved to another part of the country with their
mother and that one of his children had
threatened to disown him — which left him feeling
depressed and desperate. He said: “If you've got
a problem and you get upset then drugs
take everything away. It makes you go to
sleep for a night but the problem is that
when you wake up it’s all still there.”

He said: “I'm sorry to be letting you
down Judge Williams. I feel I've screwed
the whole thing up and I felt really
nervous about attending the court
today. I did think about not showing up
butI can’t get into all that again — I had
to come.”

Judge Williams takes a firm but
sympathetic approach and is herself at times on
the verge of tears as the man tells her about his
struggle. She appreciates his honesty, and tells
him: “You are at least coming here and telling me
what has been going on so that counts as a plus in
my eyes. You and I are in this together and so far
you've had some very good and bad times and
every so often you are going to have a wobble. The
important thing is not to give up and you go back
and start again. I know you can do it.”

Despite his set-back Mike vows not to let Judge
Williams down again and tells her proudly about
the IT course he is attending and how he is
working to get his life back on track so he can
return to full-time employment. They shake hands
as they part and an appointment is made for six
weeks time to review Mike’s progress again.

SOFT OPTION?

Judge Williams acknowledges that one of the
challenges of the pilot is in convincing the public
that it is not a soft option. She said: “The public do
feel that this is somebody who has commiitted a
crime and they should be held to account for their
crimes and that simply because they have chosen
to destroy their lives by succumbing to an
addiction, why should they receive what could be
perceived as favourable treatment? “My answer to
that is that I sentence all people in the same way.
If they don’t have a problem with addiction and
there are personal factors that have led them to
commit a crime, for example they’ve been stealing
because the business they are running is in
terrible financial crisis, [ would 16
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