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Through the judicial 

application of       

Therapeutic                 

Jurisprudence, the 

Ramsey County      

Mental Health Court 

has been able to        

establish an effective 

and innovative method 

of utilizing the Court 

system as a positive 

and empowering       

mechanism for          

individuals with       

severe mental illness. 

 

 

The purpose of this report is to provide information on the design and function 

of the Ramsey County Mental Health Court (RCMHC), with a focus on the 

characteristics of participants.  In addition, this report describes the research  

outcomes of the Court, including a recidivism analysis and changes in mental 

health functioning.  Highlights of this report include the following: 

Between its inception in May of 2005 and December of 2009, the RCMHC 

has provided services to 181 individuals with serious mental illness who 

have been charged with criminal offenses in Ramsey County.   

The mission of the RCMHC is to increase public safety by reducing         

recidivism among those whose criminal behaviors may be attributable to 

mental illness.  Through Court supervision and the coordination of mental 

health and other social services, the Court supports a psychiatrically stable 

and crime-free lifestyle through more responsible behavior, greater self-

sufficiency, and an improved quality of life. 

The goals of the RCMHC are to (1) reduce recidivism, (2) improve public 

safety, (3) reduce the costs of prosecution, incarceration, and hospitalization 

to taxpayers, (4) improve defendantsô access to public mental health and 

substance abuse treatment services and other community resources,           

(5) enhance collaboration between criminal justice agencies and the mental 

health system to better serve those with mental illness, and (6) improve the 

quality of life of mentally ill defendants.  

RCMHC is funded by the Minnesota Department of Human Services, Adult 

Mental Health Division through June 30, 2011.  To maintain adequate      

resources, the Court relies heavily on pro bono services.  

In 2009, 41 individuals were active RCMHC participants.  The Court has 

diverted numerous individuals into appropriate treatment programs and    

enhanced support and service programs in the community.  These measures 

are designed to reduce or eliminate the endless revolving through the     

criminal justice and/or civil commitment systems. 

A comparison group of forty individuals was selected to evaluate the         

effectiveness of the program.  The comparison group was selected using the 

same eligibility criteria and charge history of those participating in the 

RCMHC. 

Outcome data reveals that RCMHC graduates spent less time in jail and 

were less likely to be charged or convicted with a new offense than those in 

the comparison group.  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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The prevalence of    

serious mental         

illnesses among people 

entering jails is         

estimated to be at 

roughly 20 percent. 

Steadman, H.J., F. Osher,        
P.C. Robbins, B. Case, and S. 

Samuels. 2009. Prevalence of 
Serious Mental Illness Among 
Jail Inmates. Psychiatric     

Services 60:761-765. 

 

Half of all jail, state 

prison, and federal  

inmates with mental 

illness reported three 

or more prior        

convictions. 

Ditton, P.M. 1999. Special  
Report: Mental Health and 

Treatment of Inmates and 
Probationers.  Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of      

Justice. 

The RCMHC has been in operation since May 2005.  It was developed 

based on the national problem-solving court model.  RCMHC was     

created when it became increasingly clear that persons with mental     

illness and co-occurring substance abuse disorders were in need of more 

specialized and individualized jurisprudential approaches. 
 

The mission of the RCMHC is to increase public safety by reducing        

recidivism among those whose criminal behaviors are attributable to 

mental illness.  Through court supervision and the coordination of    

mental health and other social services, the Court supports a               

psychiatrically stable and crime-free lifestyle among its participants. 

The goals of the RCMHC are to:  

Reduce recidivism.  

Improve public safety. 

Reduce the costs of prosecution, incarceration, and hospitalization to 

taxpayers. 

Improve defendantsô access to public mental health and substance 

abuse treatment services and other community resources. 

Enhance collaboration between criminal justice agencies and the 

mental health system to better serve those with mental illness.  

Improve the quality of life of mentally ill defendants.    

RCMHC meets its goals by directing eligible defendants with mental 

health disorders from the criminal justice system to community-based 

mental health, substance abuse and support services. The RCMHC  

provides people whose criminal acts are driven by mental illness an 

opportunity to go into court-supervised treatment. Rather than the   

traditional pattern of solely focusing on the criminal activity of the            

defendant, the RCMHC focuses on addressing and treating the          

defendantôs underlying mental health and chemical health needs.  

 

At present, the state of Minnesota has two operational mental health courts 

and 35 operational drug courts.  As of 2009, there were more than 250  

mental health courts across the country with many additional courts in 

the planning phase. 
 

BACKGROUND 
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Mental health courts 

are designed to bridge 

the criminal justice 

system and mental 

health systems.        

Historically, the main 

purpose of the    

criminal justice system 

is to ensure public 

safety, promote justice, 

and punish and     

prevent criminal     

behavior.  In contrast, 

the mental health    

system focuses on the 

treatment of illnesses, 

public health, and 

harm reduction.     

The two systems work 

together because of 

the overlapping    

commitments to the 

same people. 

Council of State Governments 
Justice Center. 2009. Mental 
Health Courts: A Guide to   

Research-Informed Policy and 
Practice. New York: Council 
of State Governments. 

The target population of the RCMHC is adult Ramsey County residents 

who have been charged with a crime that may be related to a significant 

mental illness. Participants are screened and accepted to the RCMHC 

using a pre-adjudication model (after arrest, does not require a guilty 

plea or conviction before an individual joins the RCMHC) and a        

post-adjudication model (requires a guilty plea or conviction before an 

individual joins the RCMHC).   

 

The RCMHC program is limited to twenty-five participants. 

 

To be eligible for the RCMHC program an individual must be: 

 

18 years of age or older. 

Ramsey County resident (out-of-county residents considered on a 

case by case basis). 

Charged with misdemeanor/gross misdemeanor offenses (suburban 

cases and low-level felonies considered on case by case basis with 

all partiesô approval). 

Diagnosed with a significant mental illness. 

Legally competent. 

A person with no history of violent offenses. 

Willing to voluntarily participate and commit to the rigors of the        

treatment plan. 

In addition, there must be a significant relationship between the   

individual's mental illness and their criminal behavior. 

 

Factors that determine acceptance to RCMHC include: 

 

Is the defendant likely to be influenced and/or affected by the        

interaction with the Court? 

Will the defendant benefit from regular interaction with the Court 

and the services the RCMHC can provide and/or recommend? 

Can RCMHC provide and/or connect the defendant to the               

appropriate community resources for recovery? 

Does the defendant have the ability to follow through with the      

conditions and treatment recommendations? 

 

The length of RCMHC participation is approximately twelve to twenty-four 

months depending on the participantôs individual progress with the    

program requirements and legal obligations.   

 

DESIGN 
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Mental health courts 

motivate individuals to 

connect to community 

based treatment     

services while the 

court monitors their       

progress and ensures 

public safety. 

Council of State Governments 
Justice Center. 2009. Mental 
Health Courts: A Guide to Re-

search-Informed Policy and 
Practice. New York: Council 

of State Governments. 

All participants must be willing to participate in the RCMHC program 

and be committed to the rigors of the treatment plan.  Participants are 

expected to engage in regular judicial hearings with a RCMHC judge 

and meet frequently with the RCMHC case manager during their time 

in the program.  
 
Participants are required to: 

Remain law abiding. 

Abstain from illegal or non-prescribed drugs. 

Submit to random drug and alcohol testing.  

Complete community work service hours. 

Identify and maintain appropriate housing.  

Remain compliant with all medication and psychiatric  

      appointments. 

Comply fully with mental health and chemical health  

      treatment recommendations. 

Develop and sustain a long-term treatment plan. 

Become involved with mental health and community  

      support groups and services.   
 

Participants who graduate have successfully completed all program        

requirements, have submitted a post-graduation stability and wellness 

plan that identifies triggers; and have developed action steps to prevent 

recidivism. The approval of the entire RCMHC team is required before 

graduation. 
 
Termination  from the RCMHC program may result because of incurring a 

new charge or conviction, failing to comply with program requirements, 

absconding from the program, and displaying conduct deemed             

inappropriate for RCMHC participation.  
 
Program compliance and positive behavior changes are rewarded with 

individual praise and compliments from the Judge, decreased               

appearances in Court, applause and special recognition in Court, and   

incentives such as bus tokens, gift cards, pro-social event tickets, and 

program completion certificates.  
 
Non-compliant and undesirable behaviors are sanctioned immediately by 

the Court. The RCMHC team applies the principle of graduated and least 

restrictive sanctions based on earlier behavior and sanctioning.        

Sanctions used by the team include Court-ordered community work    

service, self-evaluating presentations identifying triggers, increased    

appearances, increased community supervision and treatment, and jail 

time.   

 

 

FUNCTION 
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Regardless of the  

composition of the 

team, the judgeõs role 

is central to the       

success of the mental 

health court team and 

the mental health 

court.  He or she  

oversees the work of 

the mental health 

court team and        

encourages             

collaboration among 

its members, who 

work together to      

inform the judge about 

whether participants 

are adhering to their 

terms of participation. 

Council of State Governments 
Justice Center. 2008.          

Improving Responses to     
People with Mental Illness: 
The Essential Elements of a 

Mental Health Court. New 
York: Council of State       
Governments. 

The RCMHC uses a team model in making intake, eligibility, evaluation, 

treatment alternative and case management decisions.  The team includes 

three judges who rotate, a prosecuting attorney, a pro bono defense     

attorney, case manager, and coordinator.  All are specifically assigned to 

the Court and have considerable background, experience, and interest in 

the problems of mentally ill individuals in the criminal justice system.  

The team collaborates closely with Ramsey County Mental Health     

Center, Second Judicial District Research Department, and Project     

Remand, a private, non-profit organization that offers alternatives to   

traditional detention by providing adult pretrial services. 

 

The Honorable William H. Leary, John H. Guthmann, and Gail Chang Bohr 

lead the RCMHC.  The judges volunteer their time while handling 

their normal caseloads.  The judges supervise participant progress 

through the RCMHC continuum based on regular hearings, team input, 

and participant behavior.  They also lead the RCMHC team in decision-

making and hold participants accountable for their progress by use of 

sanctions and incentives.  

In 2009, The Honorable Gregg Johnson stepped 

down from serving as a RCMHC Judge in    

Ramsey County.  Judge Johnson was presiding 

judge of the RCMHC from 2005 - 2009 and the 

team relied on his expertise and wisdom.       

Since inception, Judge Johnson has been a    

tireless advocate for the RCMHC and its       

participants and his absence will create a large 

void, both on a professional and personal level. 

   

TEAM 


