summer 2008 MADD Monitors Courtrooms in Illinois 

Every year drunk driving kills nearly 14,000 people nationwide as well as injuring countless others. Illinois is ranked the eleventh worst state in the nation for the total number of drunk driving fatalities. There are roughly 1.4 million arrests for drunk driving in Illinois each year. Of those individuals who are arrested 17 percent are charged and convicted, 11 percent are charged but not convicted and a staggering 72 percent are not even charged. It is with these numbers in mind that Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) has redeveloped their courtroom monitoring program. 

The courtroom monitoring program is a relatively new initiative that MADD has implemented. The program was developed to observe DUI cases within the criminal justice system and to create an environment of accountability. The program uses trained volunteers in the courtroom to observe DUI cases and note their outcomes on a regular basis. When courtrooms are monitored consistently, MADD is able to identify inconsistencies through a review of court records, tracking of offenders and probation records. This data allows MADD to build alliances with law enforcement agencies, judges, and defense attorneys to help create solutions to these problems.

The courtroom monitoring program has three main goals. The first is to train volunteers to observe courts on a regular basis to compile information on DUI cases and their outcomes. The second is to make individuals aware both in the public and in the courts of community concern regarding the outcome of DUI cases. The third overall goal of this program is to improve criminal court proceedings in DUI cases by gathering data and using it to further communicate with judges, prosecutors, law enforcement and public defenders in an effort to identify strengths and weaknesses.

Illinois is one of 14 states to have this program in practice. The program is currently implemented in four central Illinois counties: Christian, Macon, Morgan and Sangamon. Eventually MADD would like to see this program in several more counties in Illinois.
The courtroom monitoring program is primarily run by volunteers and without community support this program would not be possible. Volunteers also benefit from this program. Volunteers are able to get an insider’s look into the criminal court process. They may also begin to identify positive aspects of the criminal courts procedures. Ultimately volunteers are able to contribute to creating a safer community by building a bridge of communication between citizens in the community and the court system. 

Recent research has shown that this program is accomplishing what it set out to achieve. In counties where courtroom monitoring exists, MADD is finding that there are more arrests for drinking and driving as well as a decline in the number of fatalities in those communities. 
Additionally, courts are beginning to re-evaluate sentencing requirements for first-time offenders as a strategy to decrease drunk driving overall. Research shows that most first time offenders have driven drunk an average of 87 times, have blood alcohol content levels almost as high as the BAC of repeat offenders and will continue to drive drunk without significant intervention. These are all reasons why ignition interlocks for first-time DUI offenders are critical. Beginning January 1, 2009, all first time offenders will be required to have an ignition interlock device installed in their vehicles. MADD believes this program will help in the fight against drinking and driving. 

If we implement strong laws and run model programs like the court monitoring program in Illinois, we can help to eliminate drunk driving and save thousands of lives each year. 
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