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 Date: September 29, 2008 
 
 To: Hamilton County Criminal Justice Commission 
 
     Subject:  Warrant Backlog Follow-up / Fugitive Safe Surrender Program 
 
 From: Barb Tombs, Vera Institute of Justice 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
The Hamilton County aging warrants task force spent a substantial amount of time considering the impact 
of outstanding warrants on the County’s criminal justice system in an attempt to measure the level of 
interest in addressing the warrants.  Questions from task force members returned repeatedly to what threat 
a backlog of warrants poses to the criminal justice system, and what value there is in disposing of the 
warrants in a manner not contemplated by the current operations of the justice system.   
 
In following up on this point, the Vera Institute conducted research on different jurisdictions’ responses to 
warrant backlogs and the rationale behind responding.  One of the most widely implemented and well 
thought out responses to warrant backlogs is the Fugitive Safe Surrender Program, aimed at reducing 
warrants and initiated in Ohio. 
 
The impetus for the Fugitive Safe Surrender program was the murder of a Cleveland police officer, shot 
and killed by a man with a parole warrant.1  The rationale behind the program is that reducing the number 
of wanted offenders living in the community reduces the risk to the neighborhoods in which fugitives 
hide, reduces the risk to law enforcement officers who pursue fugitives, and reduces the risk to fugitives 
themselves.   
 
The Fugitive Safe Surrender Program is not an amnesty program, and does not result in a warrant case’s 
dismissal.  The program secures the involvement of community and religious institutions to pressure 
fugitives to surrender themselves in to an ad-hoc court, housed in a church.  Between 82 percent and 98 
percent of the fugitives given follow-up court dates returned, depending on the city. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Cleveland police officer Wayne Leon was shot to death while trying to arrest a man wanted for a parole violation 
in 2000. 
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Since its inception, the program has been implemented in eleven cities throughout the country, including 
the founding city of Cleveland, and Akron. To date, a total of 14,892 individuals, 2,375 of them with an 
outstanding felony warrant (15.9%), have voluntarily surrendered as part of the Fugitive Safe 
Surrender program.   
 
 
 

Surrender Site Total Number of 
Individuals Who 

Voluntarily Surrendered 

Number of Individuals 
Who Surrendered with 

Felony Warrants 
(percent) 

Number Arrested 
at Site, Held In 

(percent of total) 

Cleveland, OH 838 266 (32%) 6 (<1%) 

Phoenix, AZ 1320 311 (23%) 45 (3.4%) 

Indianapolis, IN 531 165 (31%) 42 (8%) 

Akron, OH 1125 96 (8.5%) 5 (< 1%) 

Nashville, TN 561 123 (22%) 38 (6.7%) 

Memphis, TN 1570 211 (13.4%) 45 (2.8%) 

Washington, DC 530 53 (10%) 15 (2.8%) 

Rochester, NY 209 13 (5.8%) 4 (1.9%) 

Detroit, MI 6578 663 (10.1%) 3 (<1%) 

Columbia, SC 382 38 (10%) 15 (4%) 

Philadelphia, PA 1248 437 (35%) 35 (2.8%) 

Totals 14,892 2,375 (15.9%) 253 (2.0%) 

FUGITIVE SAFE SURRENDER PROGRAM (FSS) RESULTS 
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