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Bridges in the Courtroom 
By Judge Carol Ann Robb 

Columbiana County Municipal Court 
 

My “aha” moment was in January 2006 on an airplane over the 
state of Florida. The book Bridges Out of Poverty was received as 
a gift following the election in November. I read it as my husband 
and I were taking a much-needed vacation. It became obvious that 
economic class distinctions needed to be addressed in the mental 
health docket being developed, as well as in the general docket of 
our Municipal Court.  
 
The next Bridges training offered by our county found my staff 
and me in attendance. After our training, we began implementing 
change. Our challenge was to identify obstacles within the 
Municipal Court system for those from generational poverty. Once 
identified, the obstacles were to be eliminated without jeopardizing 
the integrity of the court. Nine policy changes were soon initiated. 
 
First: The probation officer meets with the defendant immediately 
after sentencing, when questions concerning probation are 
addressed. Now, each time a defendant meets with the probation 
officer, the probation officer is encouraged to take some time to 
listen and to build a relationship. As a result, defendants 
communicate with the probation officer on issues that had been 
ignored and resulted in probation violations or bench warrants. 
 
Second: When the probation officer is not able to meet with the 
defendant, the defendant is ordered to report to the probation 
officer. Recognizing that persons from generational poverty have 
appointments with many agencies (and so have “agency time”), 
and since most agencies in our county are within a few blocks of 
the courthouse, defendants are ordered to meet with the probation 
officer before 4:00 p.m. on the next Friday. Since they have no set 
appointment, they must wait for the probation officer to become 



2 
 

available. However, this flexibility has eliminated bench warrants 
for failure to meet with the probation officer. 
 
Third: It was the prior practice of the court to require a defendant 
to surrender to the county sheriff when a bench warrant was issued. 
Now, a defendant may voluntarily surrender to the court during 
normal business hours. Again, the defendant must wait until there 
is a break in the court’s docket, but jail space and deputy time is 
saved, as well as the dignity of the defendant.  
 
Fourth: Our community is very receptive to community service. In 
fact, our county would not be able to provide a county fair but for 
the community service provided by our court. Most of our 
community parks and cemeteries are maintained by community 
service hours. The court now converts fines, costs, and fees to 
community service at the rate of $10 per hour for indigent 
defendants. The hourly rate demonstrates value for the service 
rendered to the community and provides an option to satisfy the 
monetary sentence. 
 
Fifth: Our county jail is under private contract with the 
commissioners and pays a daily rate of $54.29 for each inmate. In 
addition to this cost, the county jail must pay medical expenses for 
those incarcerated. There are nonviolent offenses for which the 
court permits electronically monitored house arrest (EMHA) in 
lieu of county jail time. This option has long been available to 
defendants with the financial means to pay the cost of EMHA. 
Those who could not pay for EMHA went to jail. After negotiating 
a reduced rate with our primary provider of EMHA and preparing 
a budget for estimated savings to the county, a meeting with the 
county commissioners was held. The commissioners allocated a 
budget of $10,000 per year for the county to pay for EMHA for 
indigent defendants. Our county saved more than $65,000 in jail 
fees in 2008 and more than $43,000 in jail fees in 2009, together 
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with an undeterminable amount of medical expense for indigent 
defendants.  
 
Sixth: Many times a defendant involved in a minor misdemeanor 
fails to post the bond within the time period permitted. A warrant 
is then issued, and the defendant’s driver’s license is suspended. 
Notices are now sent to each defendant who fails to pay the bond 
by the time provided. As a result, proceeds from bondable cases 
have increased 28%, failure-to-appear warrants have substantially 
decreased, and driver’s licenses of indigent defendants are not 
being suspended.  
 
Seventh: Defendants in generational poverty can easily become 
entangled with the Bureau of Motor Vehicles (BMV). Obtaining a 
valid driver’s license can be challenging. With the local BMV 
office in the neighboring county, access to the BMV for our 
community is limited. In response to the request for more access, 
the supervisor from the local BMV visits our court on a quarterly 
basis to meet with defendants under suspension. Several 
defendants now hold valid driver’s licenses—and so are more able 
to obtain and retain a job—as a result of this program, and the 
others have a clear understanding of the steps needed to become 
valid.  
 
Eighth: Through the cooperation of Kent State University and the 
county department of job and family services, a Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) grant was obtained to fund 
Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World (Getting Ahead). The 
court referred indigent defendants who were TANF qualified to 
Getting Ahead workgroups. For the fiscal year 2007–2008, the 
court referred 20 defendants to the Getting Ahead program. Fiscal 
year 2008–2009 saw similar referrals. In 2009–2010, the funding 
for Getting Ahead came through stimulus grants of One Stop. The 
court is currently developing a Getting Ahead program just for 
defendants, which will be implemented in May 2010. In Getting 
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Ahead, defendants will have the opportunity to investigate the 
impact that poverty has had on them and their communities and 
make plans for building resources and getting out of poverty.  
 
Ninth: Recognizing the transportation needs of indigent 
defendants, the court obtains transportation passes through the 
countywide public transportation service known as Community 
Action Rural Transit System. The passes are given to defendants 
admitted to the court’s mental health docket, known as STAR. The 
passes allow these defendants to attend STAR meetings with the 
court. They are provided through the local chapter of National 
Alliance on Mental Illness.  
 
Through these efforts, many obstacles facing defendants from 
generational poverty have been eliminated or reduced. The policy 
changes better serve the residents of our county, save tax dollars, 
and maintain the court’s integrity. By adopting Bridges in the 
courtroom, our system of jurisprudence rededicates itself to equal 
justice under the law for all persons.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


