
State cuts
may slow
wheels
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I Reductions in visiting judge
program expected to damage
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BELTON - Expect the wheels of justice to move
slower now that cuts by the state have taken effect,
said Judge Joe Carroll, who presides over the 27th
District Court.

In the spring, the Legislature cut the visiting
judge program for district courts by 70 percent
lor the state's two-year budget, which took effect
Sept. 1.

Because Bell County does not have enough dis-
trict courts, it has relied heavily on the state's visit-
ing judge program to pick up some of the slack and
to-keep cases moving through the system, said
Carroll, whose court district covers both Bell and
Lampasas counties.

During the state's 200?-03 budget year, BelI and
Lampasas used 197 visiting judge days, said Judge
B.B. Schraub. who oversees the state's Third
Administrative Judicial Region. With the new bud-
get, the local district courts - which include the
27th, 146th, 169th and 264th district courts - are
only authorized 15 days of visiting judges each per
yeaq or 60 days'total, Schraub said.

"I think it is going to hurt our court system," he
said, but "that is what they've given us, and that is
what we'll have to live with."

Visiting judges are used to cover for regular
judges when they go on vacation, are sick, are tied
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jurv triai or have to preside over a case in

anothercounty which 264th District Judge Martha
Trudo had to do this past week in Dallas.

Please see Cuts, Page A7



Guts: 'I'm afraid You'll see
an increase in the time
the courffoom is dark'
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The presence of visiting
judges allows cases to keeP
moving through the sYstem'
Schraub said.

"I'm afraid You'll see an
increase in the time the
courtroom is dark," he said.
"I don't see how it is going to
have any effect excePt (to)
slow down case load dramat-
ically ... I think this whole
Iack of funding has the
potential to hurt our court
system."

Schraub said he has a limit-
ed amount in discretionarY
funds to heIP a district court
that might be tied uP in a caP-
ital murder trial, which can
last as long as a month or
more.

Carroll said he has written
several area legislators about
the problem.

Lawmakers Fraser and
Delisi comment

Both Sen. TroY Fraser, R-
Horseshoe BaY, and ReP.
Dianne White Delisi, R-
Temple, said that nothing can
be done until the next regular
session of the Legislature in
spring 2005.

The iegislators told the BeII
County judges to get their
facts and flgures together and
be prepared to Plead their
case for relief then, Carroll
said.

"I can understand their
position," Carroll said. "TheY
are trYing to save money
They cut too deeP. In the long
run, it won't save moneY In
the near term, it helPs bal-
ance the budget."

Delisi said that the budget
was daunting when theY
began work on it. The
Legislature had to flgure out
how to make uP a $9.9 billion
shorfall, she said.

"The Legislature just did
not have the revenue (for vis-
iting judges) without raising
taxes," she said. "I rvill try to
fight the good flght with the
folks in appropriations when
money becomes available.
There is no new money avail-
able at this time."

The only alternative the
Legislature had was to cut
salaries of prosecutors and
district judges, Delisi said,
which was not a strong
option.

Retirement for state legisla-
tors is directly tied to the
salary of district judges. If
the Legislature raises the
judges' pay they are raising
their own retirement, and if
they cut it, they are cutting
their retirement.

"There were cuts across
the board in every agency,"
Delisi said. "The fact is we
have a very serious budget
problem here in Texas. We
can't raise taxes with this
economy."

Retired judge
otfers to help

Retired Judge C.W Duncan
has offered to help try cases
without pay, so the county
might be able to avoid a back-
load of inmates in the jail, she
said.

When asked if the money
spent on having special ses-
sions could have been put to
better use, Delisi said, "If I
had been queen for a day this
wouldn't have happened."

She said the Legislature
wonld have finished up all of
its work during the regrrlar
session.

One of the problems with
cutting the visiting judge pro-
gram is that BeII officials have
held off asking for more dis-
trict courts until a larger dis-
trict courts building is built,
Carroll said. The coqnty actu-
ally needs five or sii district
judges, he said, but it current-
ly has only has four.

The last time a district
court was added for Bell
County was in 1979, when
the 264th District Court
was created.

According to the "Hand-
book of Texas," BelI County
had 157,820 residents in
1980. As of Jan. 1, 2002, Bell
County had 245,675 resi-
dents, according to the
Texas State Data Center in
College Station. That's near-
ly a 56 percent increase in
population.

So, this area has had to lean
on visiting judges quite a bit,
Carroll said.

'We'll do the best
we can'

"It was a mistake to do it
straight across the board for
everybody," Carroll said.
"We have been relying on
visiting judges to handle the
case load. I don't want to
sound too dire. We'lI do the
best we can."

Bell County; combined with
Lampasas Count54 had 9,055
cases disposed of in 2002, with
about 2,263 cases per judge.
The statewide average num-
ber of cases disposed of per
judge was 1,786, according to
numbers 146th District Judge
Rick Morris received from the
annual repoft of the Texas
Judicial System.

In comparison to BelI and
Lampasas counties, Mcl,en-
nan County had 6,027 cases
disposed of and Williamson
had4.29l.

The number of dispositions
have only gone up each year as
the population grows. In 1998,
7,028 cases were disposed of in
Beli and Lampasas counties.

Mclennan County with
216,577 residents and four dis-
trict judges, got the
Legislature to approve a.new
district court for them.

The new court opens in
January 2005, when BeIl
County is asked to get in line
to ask for another court.

"We're going to have some
fairness when it comes to BelI
County" Delisi said.

Carroll said he is makirig
the best use of his visiting
judge days by using them for
only half a day at a time.

Part of the difliculty in cut-
ting the visiting judge pro-
gram for Carroll is that his
district covers BeIl County
and Lampasas County
Lampasas is currently too
small to warrant having its
own district court.

The previous visiting judge
program actually allowed
Carroll to hold a trial in one
county while a visiting judge
presided over his court in the
other county

Without being able to use
the program as extensivelll
Carroll has had to change
strategy to endure.

He said he tries to get liti
gants in Lampasas cases to
come to BeIl County which
would allow their cases to be
heard more quickly Not all
agree to do that. They have
the right to have a trial in the
county where they are
accused of committing a
crime, Carroll said.

Another strategy he is
using to keep cases moving
in both counties is to hold
court in the morning in
Bell County and in the
afternoon in Lampasas
County, he said.

That works well for special
hearings and for defendants
who plead guilty or admit to
violating probation.

But if they demand a trial,
that consumes more of the
judge's time - often as long
as a week for one case.

"We'lI cope the best way we
can," Carroll said. "I think we
can do OK for a while. We'll
see how it goes."

Contact Andrew Keese at
akene@kdhnpus.com


