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BODY: 

Battered by state budget cuts, the Sacramento region's county courts are teetering on a cliff. 

General-fund support for trial courts has been slashed by $614 million statewide since fiscal 2008-09. That includes 
$43 million - a 30 percent whack - to court budgets in the four-county Sacramento area. 

More reductions - and they are coming - will be unsustainable, say local court executives, lawyers and consumer 
advocates. Staffing cuts, closed courtrooms and shuttered counters have pared operating costs, but the work gets done 
eventually. If more cuts are made, courts will be unable to perform basic functions required by law, they say. 

If justice delayed is justice denied, business owners and citizens are getting short shrift already.  

Lines are long, fees are up and cuts at all levels are putting pressure on plaintiffs and changing the way lawyers do 
business. Time is money in the legal market, so delays ramp up costs. Local lawyers say they are more circumspect 
about litigation and careful to advise clients of added costs before a decision is made to go to trial. 

Budget cuts have hit staffing hard, changing everything from court hours to filing deadlines. 

Sacramento County Superior Court had 885 employees two years ago. The court has 725 filled positions today. The 
number is projected to be 600 in fiscal 2012. 

"We are 725 people hanging on by our fingernails," said Dennis Jones, executive officer of the court. "Some of the 
work is just sitting around, with no plan to do it." 

Revenue is expected to lag expenses by $10 million this year, but the county will use $6 million from what's left in 
reserves. Eighty to 100 positions need to be cut, although most of that may come from attrition. There could be a dozen 
layoffs Jan. 1. 

Work keeps piling up. Parks can lock their gates and social programs can shut down when funding dries up. Courts 
have to keep operating. 

"The biggest problem is what are we going to slow down, backlog or stop doing?" asked Jones. "Everything we do 
is constitutionally mandated." 

A slowdown on eviction or felony cases "seems appropriate," Jones added. 
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"But if I own a house or apartment and want to rent it, it's important," he said. "And for a truck driver with a hold 
on your license so you can't work? These things have real ramifications for people." 

State funding for the four trial courts in the Sacramento region has plummeted to $98.5 million this year. That's 
down from $141.5 million in fiscal 2008. 

Funding rose a bit between 2010 and 2011 because the state Judicial Council that oversees the state court system 
transferred special money from court construction and case management funds to the trial courts - and new revenue was 
generated by increases in court filing fees. 

There was a big drop this year, but it's a little misleading. The Legislature transferred the cost of court security pro-
vided by local sheriff departments from court budgets to county budgets. 

There have been temporary cuts in court revenue before, but this round is different. 

"What we have now are permanent reductions," said Jim Perry, executive officer of the Yolo County Superior 
Court. "At the end of the year, these don't go back." 

Effective Oct. 3, Yolo County reduced hours for accepting public filings and answering telephones in the civil and 
criminal departments, traffic division and collections/payment center. The court has pared back its calendar for hearings 
and trials from Oct. 19 through year-end, too. 

There's been a hiring freeze and no raises for three years. It takes five times as long to come in and view files as it 
used to. 

You see the change in the room where documents are shredded or filed, Perry said. "We can't open the door. We 
haven't been able to go through them, so they just pile up." 

Faced with a budget deficit of $1.75 million in the current fiscal year, Placer County Superior Court will shut 15 of 
16 courtrooms on a dozen days scattered from November through June. The first closure is Nov. 21-23. 

Placer already has eliminated its youth peer court and family law case management, closed two courtrooms, re-
duced its self-help center, furloughed workers and cut its work force 30 percent. 

An additional $2 million cut "would have an impact on everybody we serve, whether they are trying to resolve a 
landlord-tenant dispute, contract dispute or something in family law," court executive officer Jake Chatters said. "That 
level of funding allows us to operate a part-time court." 

El Dorado is holding its own for now, executive officer Tania Ugrin-Capobianco said. But staffing is down about 
15 percent, to 75 employees. Belt-tightening continues. Workers are cross-trained to do many jobs. 

"Crime doesn't stop because of a budget shortage," Ugrin-Capobianco said. And El Dorado has been hit with big 
cases in recent years, including one against Philip Garrido, the man who kidnapped Jaycee Lee Dugard. 

On the civil side, waits in local courthouses are so long people are giving up and defaulting, said Bill Kennedy, su-
pervising attorney for Legal Services for Northern California. 

"We're closing the doors to justice a little bit more," he said. "People can squeeze through if they are very aggres-
sive." 

Court staffing cuts ripple through the legal system. 

Furloughs affect filing deadlines because notice requirements are based on numbers of court days. With a medley 
of cuts playing out in different ways, timing at every court can be different. 

Litigation support services like couriers have hiked their fees because they spend so much time standing in line and 
processing is so difficult, said Janlynn Fleener, co-chair of the litigation department at Downey Brand LLP, Sacramen-
to's largest law firm. 

"I had to file a plain-vanilla motion in May and couldn't get a courtroom until November," she said. "If you have a 
matter up for trial the first time, there's a slim, slim chance in any local county the case will go out." 

Yet lawyers have to show up with clients and witnesses in tow in case it's a go. If no courtroom is available, every-
body goes home and comes back months later. That means new preparation for trial at considerable cost, not to mention 
witness travel and time. 
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"Absolutely, this changes the way you look at a piece of litigation," Fleener said. "When you look at the business 
case for trial, one of the things you have to look at is cost. If it's not for a year - or may not go out the first time - that 
needs to be taken into account." 

Civil cases bear the biggest burden because criminal cases get priority. 

Availability of courtrooms is a huge issue for plaintiffs' lawyer Bill Kershaw. It's so tough getting on local calen-
dars that he's looking at filing a number of hip implant liability cases in San Francisco instead. 

"This affects my filing and practice at every level," Kennedy said. Difficulty getting jurists for law and motion 
matters means less time for each case and less time to explore all the issues, he added. 

Calendars aren't the only thing going dark these days. 

One local court has installed motion sensor lights to cut electricity costs - and during what must have been a slow 
moment in one courtroom, the lights went out in the middle of a trial. 

"The judge went into a diatribe," said Sacramento attorney David Mastagni. 

But it's the delays and rising fees that bother him the most. 

"For the general public - the working middle class that doesn't qualify for relief - this potentially means denying 
access to justice," Mastagni said. 
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