Casebanking as a Budget Response

Carl Reddick – Editor

Even though my computer’s spell checker does not recognize the word ‘casebanking’, those of us in the Community Corrections world most certainly do. This is a bureaucratic response to fiscal realities which are also commonly known as ‘Limited Supervision’, ‘Monitored Supervision’, and ‘Low Risk Supervision’. Line staff officers have their own name for this approach which is not printable in this paper. Essentially, this means that you take the number of offenders supervised by your office, divide them by the number of officers in your office, set a ‘maximum caseload’ and put the remainder of the offender files in a drawer. The person with the least seniority is then assigned to the ‘Casebank’. Let’s step back and take a look at what this is doing to our profession.

In 2002 the Gallup Report (#198 pg27) found that the number one problem facing the United States was crime. The folks at the Gallup Poll Monthly have polled the American people on this issue since at least 1982. Curiously, in 1982 ‘crime’ ranked # 3 on the list of important issues as perceived by the citizenry. In the year 2000, ‘crime’ ranked #13. Very quick to jump on perception, our representatives have helped legislate a system that currently incarcerates a record setting 2.16 million Americans and supervises an additional 6.6 million offenders in the community. (Bureau of Justice Statistics 202/307-0784).

In our rural probation office we have set acceptable caseloads at about 65 offenders. After recent budget cutbacks we have 5 Parole and Probation Officers left on our staff. One of the officers has been assigned to the newly constituted ‘casebank’. If you do the math you will see that we have four officers supervising about 260 offenders. We have the casebank officer supervising the other 350 offenders. Single-handed. By herself.  
In the interest of urban vs. rural statistics I spoke with Nina Ramsey, the public information officer for the Alameda County Probation Office in Oakland, California. She verified my belief that many offices are resorting to casebank supervision. Of the 20,000 offenders Alameda County currently supervises on probation, approximately 7,700 are in the casebank. She says they receive no services whatsoever unless they are convicted of a new crime. There are no officers assigned to this population and that new convictions are flagged by Court Administration and the case is reactivated at the probation department at that time.
The irony of the current situation, at least in Oregon, is that an offender deemed dangerous enough to incarcerate in the state penal system can find himself in the casebank on the day of his prison release. He goes from being supervised by armed guards behind iron bars and razor wire into a community where, sometimes, he has no supervision whatsoever.

This brings us back to the instruments used by various agencies to determine ‘risk’.  In some jurisdictions risk is defined as a high probability to re-offend. In others it is defined as various criminogenic factors (habits / attitudes / associations etc.). In still others risk is based on the original crime of commission. That is, class A felonies (murder robbery rape) get the most supervision while ‘lesser crimes’ are placed in the casebank. 
 Let’s take a closer look at this casebank business. Imagine two offenders waiting in your office lobby. One has been released from prison after serving 20 years for murder. The other is an active car thief and drug abuser. Which one do you think will be the first to reoffend? Which one represents more risk to the community? If you said the car thief will be plying his trade before the sun goes down you are probably correct. Yet imagine the level of protest if the murderer doesn’t get very close supervision while in the community. Let’s take a look at that Gallup poll. Although it waxes and wanes throughout the years, crime always registers very high on the publics list of concerns. To the extent that they even have an opinion of parole and probation, my guess is that the public has a very low opinion on the effectiveness of probation, viewing it as a slap on the wrist. When the car thief is placed in the casebank and re-offends, the public’s perception is reaffirmed. What a vicious cycle of campaigns, elections, budget processes, and public perception. Yet here we are again purporting to exist to ‘protect the public’ and having the most active offenders remain unsupervised.
We tried an experiment here in this small rural Oregon Community. I could not stomach certain repeat offenders going from court directly into the casebank. I volunteered to start an experiment to hold new cases for 90 days on my caseload to see what their behavior would be before making the casebank referral. In order to earn casebank status an offender has to perform the following tasks within 90 days of original intake into our department.

· Submit to a DNA test

· Submit a clean UA (drug test)

· Report on time for three consecutive months

· Submit to a drug and alcohol assessment

· Attend at least 3 counseling session where indicated or mandated

· Pay at least one restitution / fine payment

Oddly enough, of the first ten offenders offered this Fast-Track option, five tested positive for drugs or failed to report as directed. At least we were able to notify the Court of the violations but it did little to solve the casebank problem. 

Let’s return to Mr. Gallup and his polling services. In the year 2000, the American public prioritized the reasons for crime in their communities. (DOJ Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics 2001) In order of perceived importance, they were:

· Use of drugs
· Lack of moral training in the home

· Absence of fathers in the home

· Availability of guns

· Violence on TV

· Decline of religion

· Poor quality of schools

· Racism in American society

· Lack of good jobs

Meanwhile, the Lexington Herald-Leader reports (2/2/03) that Kentucky house bill 455, known as Governor Patton’s crime bill, has changed state law to force the state to give probation to repeat drug offenders. According to the Herald-Ledger, “Kentucky’s probation numbers have skyrocketed since the bill passed”. Circuit Court Judge Larry Raikes, responsible for Nelson, Hart, and Larue counties is quoted as saying, however, that “anyone convicted of a drug felony, in my opinion, does not deserve probation.” (Ibid) The article notes that Raikes has not granted probation in any Nelson County drug case in the past six years.
Kentucky Supreme Court Chief Justice Joseph Lambert observes that the broad discretion in sentencing is the local judge’s prerogative. But he offers the caveat that “If the public wants to limit judges’ use of probation, the law needs to be changed (and) if that happens, another change would be needed, he said: Build more prisons.” 

What he neglected to say is that we could also build more treatment centers, more probation offices, more drug courts, and more District Attorney Offices to handle the overflow of probation violations. Failing that we need to build more casebanks to give someone, somewhere, the illusion that offenders of being ‘supervised in the community’. 

Meanwhile the active car thief / drug user is still in the lobby and about to go on the casebank. What will our agency do about making appropriate referrals to address the issues that the public wants addressed?  

