
Assistant City Prosecutor Niles B. Haymer works 
from a Baton Rouge City Court courtroom on a 
video conference callout with defendants in prison.

A
ssistant City Prosecutor 
Niles Haymer wants 
to know more about 
the 21-year-old man 
on the video display in 

Courtroom 309 at Baton Rouge City 
Court. 

The young man in the orange jumpsuit 
was jailed on a warrant after an arrest 
for driving without a license, his fifth 
traffic violation. He has skipped court 
before, which could get him six months 
in jail for obstruction of justice.

He doesn’t know that Haymer hopes 

to resolve those charges—old and new—
and get him out of jail if there is a better 
option.

A longtime private defense attor-
ney in Baton Rouge, Haymer is a core 
member of City Court’s new Rapid 
Case Assessment Team (RCAT). The 

Transforming justice
In City Court, a new process resolves 

80% of cases within three days
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Criminal Justice Coordinating Council 
initiative is transforming justice for 
people jailed on traffic violations, 
warrants and misdemeanors, such as 
disturbing the peace, by quickly resolv-
ing most cases.

Before RCAT, there was no prosecu-
tor available for what’s called jail call-
out, when defendants make their first 
appearance before a judge one to three 
days after arrest. Without a prosecu-
tor, cases could not be resolved. Judges 
set bond and the defendant went back 
to jail.

The new team has reworked call-
out into a meaningful step by bringing 
together an assistant city prosecutor 
and assistant public defender to review 
cases and work out a deal or seek case 
dismissal if they can.

Final approval of any deal rests with 
the judge, but CJCC’s role is also funda-
mental to the process. Funded by a grant 
to CJCC from the John D. and Catherine 
T.  MacArthur Foundation, the initiative 
uses some funding to cover the cost of 
the RCAT team at City Court and a simi-
lar case-resolution team at work in the 
19th Judicial District.

The City Court team has proved 
hugely successful in resolving cases 
since its formation in summer 2020. 
About 80% of City Court cases are now 
dismissed or resolved 24 to 72 hours 
after arrest so defendants don’t sit in jail 
for a week or longer if they can’t afford 
bail. 

Its impact on cases involving black 
men who are disproportionately 
affected by the criminal justice system 
here and elsewhere is more striking still. 
About 87% of black male defendants in 
City Court saw their cases dismissed 

or resolved at callout between July and 
September of last year.

The real-life benefits of a fast release 
from jail are hard to overstate. Even a 
short time behind bars can mean the loss 
of a job, children, a home. Defendants 
are far less likely to lose any of those 
precious assets with a speedy and equi-
table resolution of their cases—RCAT’s 
focus. 

“It’s having a huge impact,” says 
Lindsay Blouin, deputy chief district 
defender. “Clients are going back to their 
lives instead of sitting in jail.”

Resolving cases quickly involves more 
than early case review. That’s appar-
ent on the recent morning in Courtroom 
309, where prosecutor Haymer works to 
get a better understanding of the young 
man on the other end of the video feed 
as he looks to balance public safety and 
justice.

He begins by asking, “Why are you in 
jail?”

Haymer gets a picture of the man’s 
life over the next few minutes. He does 
maintenance at a family trucking busi-
ness. He is a father. He missed court 
before when he could not find a babysit-
ter. He doesn’t offer a particular expla-
nation for the lack of a license.

“I just never got it,” he says.
Haymer lays out his proposal for the 

man to consider. He will ask the judge 
to reduce the charges from five to two 
non-moving violations. There will be 
a fine, but no monetary bond will be 
required for him to get out of jail. The 
offer hinges on a notable condition: 
The young man needs to get his driver’s 
license. Haymer will give him 60 days to 
get that done.

“If I see you here again, I’ll know 

that you’re back out driving without a 
license,” Haymer says. “You’re a young 
man, and you need a driver’s license.”

The young man accepts the offer, and 
retired judge Darrell White approves it 
about 40 minutes later. Like Haymer, 
Judge White urges the defendant not to 
forget his next court date and to show up 
even if he doesn’t get his license to avoid 
further legal complications.

Haymer is succinct in later discussing 
his work. “I’m here to help you get your 
day in court early,” he says. “This gives 
us more options, so we can resolve cases 
on the front end.”

But defendants aren’t just getting out 
of jail faster. Judges are waiving cash 
bond and reducing fines to amounts that 
are better aligned with a defendant’s 
ability to pay.

The process also provides a chance to 
deal with old and new cases in a way that 
costs the defendant less in time, money 
and impact, notes chief City Prosecutor 
Brandi Littles-Lawrence. Early resolu-
tion means defendants are less likely to 
plead guilty and pay an expensive fine 
simply to get out of jail quickly, as was 
more likely to happen in the past, she 
adds.

“This wasn’t necessarily equitable 
because they might not understand their 
options,” Littles-Lawrence says. “We are 
a prosecuting office, but we are trying to 
find an equitable resolution.”

Defendants are getting more effec-
tive representation, too. Having assis-
tant public defenders based at the jail 
expands opportunity to explain charges 
and legal options to defendants. There 
is a chance to learn something about the 
defendant, including whether they are 
working or have a family, factors that 
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can shape the likelihood a judge will 
approve a proposed plea agreement or 
dismiss a case.

The arrangement has benefits that 
extend beyond the legal process. Having 
a public defender at the jail helps family 
members get medication to a loved one 
at the jail and makes it easier to arrange 
for mental health services or other 
support after release, Blouin says.

In fact, the RCAT team at City Court 
includes a client advocate to help iden-
tify support services like anger manage-
ment classes or substance abuse 
treatment and connect defendants with 
them.

RCAT is the newest iteration of 
justice reforms that are a silver lining 
in the pandemic. The virus gave rise 
to daily meetings between the parish 

district attorney and public defender’s 
office about how to safely reduce the jail 
population. That collaboration sped case 
processing and alternatives to incarcer-
ation like behavioral health treatment 
that drove the prison population to a 
20-year low last summer.

The daily discussions, in time, turned 
to jail callout. “It was analyzing the 
system and looking at the earliest possi-
ble point to move things faster,” says 
Chris Csonka, CJCC executive director.

Csonka says he hopes the case resolu-
tion team at Baton Rouge City Court can 
become a model for courts around the 
state. He also expects to see significant 
cost savings as defendants are released 
faster and fewer cases go to trial.

 “We’re going to see significant long-
term impact from this,” he says.   

It’s having a 
huge impact. 
Clients are 
going back 
to their lives 
instead of 
sitting in jail.”
—Lindsay Blouin, Deputy 
Chief District Defender

“I’m here to help you get your day in court early,” says Assistant City Prosecutor Niles B. Haymer.

C U R R E N T S   |   s e c o n d  q u a r t e r  2 0 2 1

58

S P A R K


