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 Date: September 29, 2008 
 
 To: Hamilton County Criminal Justice Commission 
 
     Subject:   Aging Warrant Task Force Meeting Summary 
 
 From: Barb Tombs, Vera Institute of Justice 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Meeting Purpose 
 
The Aging Warrants Task Force Meeting was convened to disseminate and discuss data collected and 
analyzed on outstanding warrants in Hamilton County.  The members of the task force were selected by 
the Hamilton County Board of Commissioners prior to the meeting date, and represented the various 
stakeholders from each stage of the warrant processing chain.   
 
In attendance at the meeting were representatives from the following agencies:  Springdale Police 
Department (Mike Laage, Police Chief); Cincinnati Police Department (Richard Janke, Assistant Chief of 
Police); Hamilton County Municipal Court (Honorable Heather Russell, Presiding Judge; Mike Walton, 
Court Administrator and Andy Gillen, Assistant Administrator); County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office 
(Brian Goodyear, Chief Assistant Municipal Division); Office of the City Prosecutor (Ken Baylen, 
Assistant Prosecutor); Public Defender’s Office (Dan James and Steve Johnson); County Administrator’s 
Office (John P. Bruggen); and the Vera Institute (Barb Tombs, Senior Fellow and Adrienne Austin, 
Program Associate). 
  
Presentation of Warrant Data 
 
The meeting opened with the dissemination of the warrant data analysis and an explanation of the goals 
and expectations of the meeting.  The meeting then focused on discussing the warrant data analysis and 
considering whether and how Hamilton County might address the outstanding warrants.  
 
Group Discussion 
 
The first issue raised in the discussion centered on the cost of having unresolved aging warrants.  The 
group indicated that warrant cases represented a small percentage of criminal cases and were particularly 
easy to resolve. The costs associated with docketing the case, filing prosecutorial paperwork, assigning 
defense counsel and investigation were deemed to be relatively minimal when put into context.  Another 
group consideration was that in most cases the warranting offender was being processed on a collateral, 
new criminal matter anyway, further diminishing the cost of the older warrant case. 
 
A justice issue that had resonance with the group was that of equity, and the unfairness of applying the 
law more leniently to old warrant cases than new cases.  The group expressed concern about any plan that 
would penalize responsible offenders that attended their court dates and satisfied their court obligations 
by treating them more harshly than offenders who ignore the law. 
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There were also a couple of lesser points considered by the group.  One opinion was that the legislature 
had conclusively determined the longevity of warrant cases through the statute of limitations.  Another 
point focused on the fact that warrants are a valuable law enforcement tool, often leading to the discovery 
of larger and more serious crimes.    
 
The group discussed methods employed to address warrants in other contexts.  In particular, the group 
considered an amnesty drive conducted in Hamilton County called the “Homeless Stand-down,” where 
the County helped military veterans clear their warrants.  The group agreed that amnesty granted in the 
“Homeless Stand-down” was a special circumstance because the beneficiaries were military veterans and 
the adjudication was one part of the social services provided.  The group also discussed an amnesty week 
in Cleveland, Ohio, which was considered to be a less than desirable way to resolve aging warrants. 
 
Discussion Summary 
 
The group discussion can be summarized as follows: 
 

• The low costs associated with the warrants and high costs of addressing the warrants 
suggest implementing only minor changes to the system, if any. 

 
o Warrant cases represent a relatively small percentage of processed criminal cases and 

are particularly easy to resolve.  
o There are only minimal costs associated with docketing the case, filling out and filing 

prosecutorial paperwork, the assignment of a defense lawyer and any ensuing 
investigation.  

o In most cases the warranting offender has a new criminal matter anyway, making the 
costs associated with the older warrant case even less significant. 

 
• Taking action to reduce or eliminate warrants would conflict with important justice 

principles. 
 

o Offering amnesty or dismissal to warranting offenders would penalize responsible 
offenders by treating them more harshly than offenders ignoring the law. 

 
• The legislature has conclusively determined the longevity of warrant cases through the 

statute of limitations.   
 
• Warrants are a valuable law enforcement tool, serving as the basis for searches and 

investigations of larger more serious crimes.    
 

• Warrant amnesty programs implemented in other counties would not be desirable for 
Hamilton County.    
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Recommendations 
 
The task group had several final recommendations, all geared towards enhancing the efficiency of the 
current warrant processing system.  The overall consensus was that the practical advantages of having the 
warrants on the books outweigh any expected gains from attempting to reduce the warrants.  These are the 
following final recommendations of the group: 
 

• Increased Jail Capacity:  Increased jail capacity would allow for the retention of flight prone 
defendants, thereby eliminating potential warrants and reducing the likelihood of subsequent 
arrests. 

 
• OR Bonds:  Instead of the current practice of maintaining the old bond on warrant cases, judges 

should review and reset more favorable bonds on old warrant cases.   
 

• Enhanced Communication System:  A more integrated communication system connecting 
records, jail, court and lawyers  may decrease periods of incarceration for people with warrant 
cases.   
 

• Additional Law Enforcement Resources:  Increased resources would allow police departments 
to allocate more officers to work old warrant cases.   
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