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The Mecklenburg County S.T.E.P. (for Supervision, Treatment, Education and Prevention) Drug Treatment Court has operated in Charlotte, North Carolina since February of 1995.   Beginning in March of 1996 it became the first of five pilot programs funded by the State of North Carolina.  Based on the Miami/Portland/Oakland drug treatment court models, it targets primarily non-violent, non-“dealer”, substance-dependent (addicts and alcoholics) offenders with a prior record. There are two District Court programs, two DWI Court programs, and one Superior Court program.  The District Court handles defendants primarily felony deferred with some post-conviction cases involving drug possession crimes.  DWI Court has clients convicted of DWI Levels 1 and 2, and some misdemeanors.  The Superior Court is post-conviction.
 
Agency and client participation (even where court ordered) is ultimately voluntary. The cases are screened based on the facts and prior offenses through district attorneys, probation officers and case coordinators, while the defense attorney determines the client's intentions concerning trial, plea, probation or program participation.  Case coordinators and treatment counselors screen for dependency and further explain the expectations of the program.  The judge approves final acceptance to the program.  Most District Court graduates get their charges dismissed (if deferred and not a DWI case).  Probationers who graduate usually are terminated early from probation.  A client may withdraw at any time or be terminated for cause.  Those who are terminated from the program and are probation clients will be brought back to court for a probation hearing, where their original sentence may be activated or modified.

The client must successfully complete three phases and have proven sobriety in the program in order to graduate.  These three phases require treatment (outpatient, intensive outpatient, inpatient, jail treatment, halfway houses, relapse prevention or aftercare), case-management meetings and weekly drug testing as essential tasks that the client must accomplish between the bi-weekly court sessions.  Additional requirements include attending AA/NA meetings; obtaining a sponsor; paying program costs; and obtaining employment, education and stable housing.  Case coordinators assist clients in overcoming treatment, relapse and institutional obstacles as well as assisting the court in reporting on a client's progress in the program.  Family members are encouraged and assisted in obtaining help.  There is a Smart Start grant and other help to meet the needs of client’s children. Probation officers assist the court with drug tests, the supervision of the clients (home visits), transporting from custody to treatment, and executing orders for arrest.

The court sessions involve an assigned judge, district attorney, public defender, case coordinator and probation officer for that court.  Clients stay for the full session.  Prior to the session, the court team meets to discuss the clients and possible responses, sanctions or rewards that should be considered.  Improved delivery of specific human services from related agencies is discussed as well.   In open court, depending on the client's version of events the judge responds accordingly.  The purpose of the response is either to encourage or admonish the client towards recovery.  Applause and other recognition is given for periods of demonstrated sobriety, and extra tasks or even jail may be given for inadequate or no performance.   At graduation there is a ceremony with a certificate, and time for reflection and comments.

The S.T.E.P. group approach includes occasional speakers on various substance abuse and related issues by members of the recovering community, S.T.E.P. graduates, court officials, and other citizens.  The group approach allows clients to learn more about their disease, the reality of recovery, the criminal justice system and other life-skills issues.  For any citizen, official or interested person who attends a court session they can learn much.  In a simple yet powerful way, people who know little about substance abuse, recovery, and the reality of the criminal justice system see a real "snap-shot" of the problems, limits, opportunities and solutions involved with these complex and pervasive issues.  Occasionally attorneys, clerks, and others attend just for the “positive” atmosphere not available elsewhere in the system.

The program is authorized by the Drug Treatment Court Management Committee, which is co-chaired by the Senior Resident Superior Court Judge and the Chief District Court Judge.  It is managed through the judge led court teams, Program Director, and the Trial Court Administrator. The members meet regularly with the Program Director to discuss and resolve client or organizational matters.  

The S.T.E.P. program seeks to establish and increase recovery for addicts, alcoholics and those close to them; to reduce recidivism; to provide an improved sanction beyond regular probation, to improve the existing linkages between the court, treatment and human services; and to provide better justice for the community.  The program works to find solutions; it measures success one day at a time, one life at a time.

For more information, contact Director, Janeanne Tourtellott (686-0300), Asst. D.A. Heather Taraska (417-1888), or Asst. Public Defender Bob Ward (347.7876), or Community Corrections (Probation) Supervisor Jackie Murphy (342-6836).  Program referral forms, sign-up forms, and information are available in courtroom 1150. Superior Court Case Coordinator is Candice Null (686-0170). District Court Case Coordinators are John Garvin (686-0165), and Edna Ramos (686-0169).  DWI Case Coordinators are John White (686-0168) and Theresa Gahren (686-0166).  SAIL treatment facility is 561.0920. CDC treatment facility is 376-7447. STEP Criminal Court Coordinator is Rosalind James (686-0159).  The court offices are on the fourth floor (room 4351) of the Mecklenburg County Courthouse.  

