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DUI Courts

In 2010, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) found that 31% of all fatal
car crashes were alcohol related." In other words, out of the 32,885 national driving-related
fatalities in 2010, 10,228 were a result of alcohol impairment.? Although alcohol-related
fatalities declined by over 500 from 2009, impaired driving remains an epidemic in the United
States.®

All 50 states and the District of Columbia have state laws defining it as a crime to drive with a
blood alcohol concentration (BAC) at or above a specified level, currently 0.08 percent (0.08 g
alcohol per 100 ml blood).* After a court has convicted an offender with driving under the
influence (DUI),° several alternatives to incarceration exist, including DUI courts and the use of
internal ignition devices (IIDs). The use of 1IDs and bike programs allows participants to
maintain employment while engaging in rehabilitative DUI court programs.®’

A DUI court is a specialized docket court that couples alcohol addiction treatment with court
supervision.® The goal of DUI courts is to “make offenders accountable for their actions,
bringing about a behavioral change that ends DUI recidivism, stops the abuse of alcohol, and

! National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, “Traffic Safety Facts: State Motor Vehicle Fatalities 2010,” United
States Department of Transportation, last modified December 2011, accessed May 1, 2012, http://www-
nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/Pubs/811554.pdf, p. 2.
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protects the public; to treat the victims of DUI offenders in a fair and just way; and to educate
the public as to the benefits of DUI courts for the communities they serve.”®

Typically treatment is stressed as a way to help reduce recidivism (relapse of criminal behavior)
in specialized courts, and to reduce future arrests. DUI courts emerged as an outgrowth of the
drug court approach first instituted in the 1980s as prisons were overwhelmed by drug-related
offenders.* The drug court method aims at increasing successful rehabilitation of non--
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officials, and alcohol treatment counselors.™ Table 1 shows the prevalence of DUI and hybrid
courts per state.

Table 1: DUI and Hybrid Courts per State

States Number of States Number of
DUI Courts Hybrid Courts
Maryland 21 New York 82
Missouri 21 Oklahoma
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As of December 2011, there were 192 designated DUI courts and 406 hybrid courts in
operation."” Vermont has neither a DUI nor a hybrid court. Massachusetts, with four hybrid
courts, is the only New England state to have any DUI-related specialized docket court.*

DUI Court Method
DUI court procedure involves alcohol addiction treatment coupled with heavy court
supervision. A typical procedure involves an initial screening, assessment, and clinical diagnosis

of the potential participant’s alcohol use. The Coconino County method is a typical example of
DUI court procedure; it involves four treatment phases, which are overseen by a judge. The
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sentences are typically utilized as a last resort, following non-compliance with the court
treatment plan.”

Effectiveness of DUI Courts

Evaluations of DUI courts have produced inconsistent results.?® In general, programs are
successful when they are designed specifically to meet participants’ needs. The National Center
for DWI Courts (NCDC) created Ten Guiding Principles for DWI Courts to serve as a framework
for evaluations.”” These guidelines advocate thorough assessment of individual alcohol abuse
and dependency among participants and the design of participant-specific treatment,
supervision, and management plans. They also emphasize the construction of supportive
participant-community relationships and evaluation procedures for court programs.®

Researchers from the National Drug Court Institute evaluated the Waukesha DUI court in
Wisconsin. They assessed the program’s adherence to the Principles using a sample size of 118
third-time offenders and a 24-month follow-up to detect recidivism.” The study showed a
lower recidivism rate for program followers (29%) compared to third-time offenders who
served jail sentences before being admitted into the program (45%).%

As DUI courts grow in number and are consequently evaluated, the importance of evaluating
large groups of participants and non-participating offenders over long periods of time has
become evident. In fact, some researchers call for a minimum two years experimental duration
to detect recidivism.* Short study periods and small sample sizes yield unreliable results
because the data is only sufficient to highlight large effects. Marlowe et al. noted in the Drug
Court Review, that the actual effects of some DUI courts might be moderate, yet still
significant.* Evaluations involving large groups of offenders over long periods of time are
necessary to see the actual effects of DUI courts.®

Hybrid courts have repeatedly produced poor evaluations, and some researchers see the
combination of DUI and drug treatment as a design flaw. These programs lack “specialized
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?® Douglas B. Marlow, “The Facts on DUI Courts,” accessed July 13, 2012,
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programming designed to... match the services to [participants’] unique needs and clinical
profiles.”**
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Conclusion

DUI courts can be effective rehabilitative tools provided that the programs are specifically
designed to serve the needs of their participants. Studies show that adherence to the Ten
Guiding Principles may reduce recidivism and increase effectiveness.* Other experimental
approaches, including the use of 1IDs and bike programs, have been shown to be an effective
means of helping participants maintain employment and engage in DUI court programs.
Together, these
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