JUSTICE IN JEOPARDY: UNDERSTANDING
 THE COURT FUNDING CRISIS IN WASHINGTON STATE

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

--Martin Luther King, Jr., April 16, 1963
No phrase represents the impact of the funding crisis facing our trial courts better than these words of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.
Chronic under-funding of our judicial branch has led to a crisis in trial court operations.  Currently, a patchwork system of justice from one county to the next has caused serious disparities in the way laws are being enforced throughout Washington State.

This lack of funding has already produced tragic results:
· In March of 1999, state child welfare officials chose to permanently remove a 3-year-old girl from her mother, who had drug and abuse problems, so the child could be adopted. Crowded court calendars in Pierce County forced the trial to be postponed. Several weeks later, new social workers assigned to the case chose to reunite the girl with her mother rather than go to trial. Within a year, Zy’Nyia Nobles had been kicked to death by her mother, who was sentenced to 30 years in prison.  According to a statewide fatality review panel, crowded court calendars and a lack of courtrooms in Pierce County Superior Court contributed to her death.

· In 2001, crowded court calendars in the same county delayed the trial of a violent felon two days beyond speedy trial deadlines.  Released from jail, he broke into the home of a young mother and raped her, and while fleeing from police, crashed his vehicle into a motorist, killing the innocent bystander instantly. 

· The public defense crisis in Grant County has led to numerous instances in which defendants were found to have received ineffective and incompetent legal representation.  

Washington’s trial courts, consisting of more than 400 judges, adjudicate more than 2.3 million cases each year. The fate of millions of lives is decided by trial court rulings on criminal, civil and family law cases. For a branch of government that directly impacts the lives of citizens everyday, funding of our equal but separate branch of government is shockingly low.  
Consider that Washington State ranks at the absolute bottom in the nation for state funding of our trial courts, prosecution and indigent defense.  With less than three-tenths of one percent of the State’s budget going towards funding our judicial branch of government, it is without question that the lack of funding for Washington’s trial courts critically impacts the judicial system’s ability to provide equal justice for all.  
Unless a stable source of funding for courts is found soon, Washingtonians can expect continued degradation of court services as county governments struggle to provide basic services.  The services courts provide are too important to our society as a whole--and to citizens individually--to permit their continued competition for scarce county dollars.  
Equal justice is not a goal to strive for.  Rather, it is the basic foundation of a just society.  We cannot continue to jeopardize the judicial branch in Washington State with a lack of funding.  To do so, ignores Reverend King’s proclamation and produces an unjust and unfair court system.  
