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How the Economic Crisis Affects Defendants in My Courtroom

By Judge Ronald A. Wilson

Introduction

am not a scholar or an expert on

the subjects of economics and the

relationship between poverty and
crime. However, my position as pre-
siding judge of the municipal court of
South Tucson, Arizona, provides me
with ample opportunity to observe the
effects of the current economic cri-
sis on indigent defendants who appear
before me. These people include single
parents living with their small children
in cars, under bridges, in alleys, and
in the desert; unemployed people who
have lost their homes; and homeless
veterans suffering from mental illness
and co-occurring substance abuse prob-
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lems. The worsening economic condi-
tions have significantly impacted this
population. 1 have seen an increase in
petty misdemeanors and quality-of-life
crimes. I submit the following article to
you in the hope of advancing the discus-
sion about what we as judges can do to
respond to the suffering caused by dif-
ficult economic times and the resulting
heavier caseloads in our courts.

I begin with some information about
my jurisdiction. I would like to create a
snapshot, if you will, to provide a glimpse
into the life of our community. For some
of you, the image will be a familiar one!
for others, it will provide a closer look
into the life of a community that is strug-
gling to make ends meet. But the story
is not an unusual one—all of you have
heard it to greater or lesser extents.

South Tucson is a small municipality
in southern Arizona that is located sev-
enty miles north of the Mexican border.
The city is 1.2 square miles in size. There
are approximately 6,500 documented resi-
dents living within the city limits. Nearly
ninety percent of the residents of South
Tucson are Hispanic. Approximately eight
percent are Caucasian. Less than two
percent are African Americans or Asians.
Most residents of South Tucson live below
the poverty line.

We have a mayor, city council, police
department, fire department, public works
department, city clerk, and courts. 1 was
appointed presiding judge in 2002, and 1
am the only full-time judge for the city.
Qur court has a staff of three. There is one
full-time court clerk, one part-time court
clerk, and one full-time court administra-

tor. The city contracts with a prosecutor,
a public defender, and a probation officer.
Our annual operating budget, including
salaries and benefits, totals $230,000.00.
Our hours of operation are 8 a.m. to 5
p-m., Monday through Friday.

The South Tucson City Court is a lim-
ited jurisdiction court. All of our cases are
class 1, 2, or 3 misdemeanors. Annually,
our court processes roughly 6,000 cases.
Roughly twenty-five percent of them are
civil traffic or criminal traffic offenses.
The rest are quality-of-life criminal mis-
demeanors. In the past seven years, our
court has processed nearly 40,000 viola-
tions. Approximately ninety percent of
these violations are committed by people
living in poverty. In addition, more than
ninety-gight percent of our defendants
who are incarcerated will eventually be
released back into the community. Those
not released are either deported or await-
ing sentencing on a felony conviction or
probation violation.

The courts strive to meet the needs
of the community. [ believe that the
judicial branch of government is respon-
sive, fair, impartial, and accessible. Over
the past seven years, we have identified
and resolved many issues. These include
streamlining case flow management,
reducing backlog, and reducing recidi-
vism. In addition, some of our goals are
to improve collections, increase alterna-
tives to incarceration, provide better
access to the courts, build bridges to
community stakeholders, and improve
the administration of justice. We regu-
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