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Performance Audit: 

   Why We Did This Audit 
The City Council passed resolution    
10-R-0402 requesting an audit of the 
municipal court and the offices of 
solicitor and public defender.  Council 
members cited concerns about court 
operations and citizen complaints since 
the abolishment of the traffic court and 
merger of the traffic court functions into 
the municipal court.   
 

   What We Recommended 
The City Council should: 

• Reduce the number of judges, 
solicitors, public defenders and 
case managers to align staffing with 
workload. 

The chief judge should: 

• Review and consider reducing the 
number of charges that require a 
court appearance as an alternative 
way to increase court efficiency and 
reduce costs. 

• Stagger court session schedules to 
reduce wait time and the potential 
for overcrowding.  

The court administrator should: 

• Ensure that case managers enter 
cases assigned to the public 
defender into CourtView in order to 
accurately measure workload. 

• Develop a process to review data 
entries in CourtView to ensure that 
information is complete and 
accurately entered into the system. 

• Work with judges to review and 
establish meaningful disposition 
codes to better track case 
outcomes. 

For more information regarding this report, 
please contact Eric Palmer at 404.330.6455 or 
epalmer@atlantaga.gov 

 Municipal Court Operations 
What We Found 
While the number of cases heard in municipal court 
remained flat over the last three fiscal years, the city 
increased the court’s fiscal year 2011 budget to raise the 
number of courtrooms with scheduled cases from seven 
per day to nine.  Based on our analyses, we estimate the 
court could handle its existing workload with four 
courtrooms; cutting the number of judges and court staff 
could save $2.3 million annually. 
 
The chief judge requested the budget increase to allow 
each judge to be assigned full-time to one courtroom, 
citing public convenience and increased traffic filings 
since January 2010 as justification.  However, even with 
an uptick in the number of traffic and criminal tickets 
filed, case workload in the last six months of fiscal year 
2010 required judges to spend only 28% of their time on 
the bench.  Ticket filings overstate judicial workload 
because not all tickets require a court appearance, and 
many defendants either pay prior to their court 
appearance or fail to appear in court.  We estimate that 
court workload would have to more than double to justify 
the use of nine courtrooms. 
 
The judicial agencies requested additional positions in 
the fiscal year 2011 budget to staff nine courtrooms and 
help cover absences.  During the last six months of fiscal 
year 2010, courtrooms were not staffed to the level the 
chief judge, city solicitor, and city public defender 
identified as preferable.  Absences did not appear to 
affect the court’s ability to process the caseload; we 
found no correlation between staffing and the percent of 
hearings reset.  Based on our analysis, we conclude that 
reviving the use of pro hac judges – substitute judges to 
cover absences – does not appear to be warranted. 
 
The court could better use its information systems to 
track workload and case outcomes.  During the audit 
period, weekend and holiday work was not captured in 
CourtSmart or recorded in Kronos, the city’s timekeeping 
system.  Court staff said they do not check the accuracy 
of data entered into CourtView.  We found some blank 
data fields and inconsistencies in how dispositions and 
status codes are used. 



  

Management Responses to Audit Recommendations 
 

Summary of Management Responses 
 

Recommendation #1: The City Council should reduce the number of judges, solicitors, public 
defenders, and case managers to align staffing with workload. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

No comments provided. Disagree

Timeframe:  

Recommendation #2:  The chief judge should review and consider reducing the number of charges 
that require a court appearance as an alternative way to increase court 
efficiency and reduce costs. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

Georgia law allows the court to establish a Traffic Violations Bureau 
by written order of the judges thereof.  O.C.G.A. § 40-13-50 Article 3 
of Chapter 13 of the Motor Vehicle Code (Title 40), O.C.G.A. § 40-
13-50 et seq., requires the court to “…promulgate and provide the 
clerk of the traffic violations bureau a list of the traffic offenses which 
shall be handled and disposed of by the traffic violations bureau.”  It 
is important to note that not every UTC is permitted by law to be 
resolved as a TVB offense. 

Partially 
Agree 

Timeframe:  

Recommendation #3: The chief judge should stagger court session schedules to reduce wait time 
and the potential for overcrowding. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

Staggering court sessions will not eliminate overcrowding if the court 
is forced to operate with only four (4) courtrooms.  The chief judge 
agreed with the City of Atlanta Fire Department that it would operate 
nine (9) courtrooms to avoid being cited in 2010. 

Disagree 

Timeframe:  

Recommendation #4: The court administrator should ensure that case managers enter cases 
assigned to the public defender into CourtView in order to accurately 
measure workload. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. Agree 

Timeframe: April 14, 2011 

Recommendation #5: The court administrator should develop a process to review data entries in 
CourtView to ensure information is complete and accurately entered into the 
system. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. Agree 

Timeframe: April 14, 2011 

Recommendation #6: The court administrator should work with judges to review and establish 
meaningful disposition codes to better track case outcomes. 

Response & Proposed 
Action: 

The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. Agree 

Timeframe: April 14, 2011 
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Municipal Court Operations  1 

Introduction 
 
We conducted this performance audit of Municipal Court Operations 
pursuant to Chapter 6 of the Atlanta City Charter, which establishes 
the City of Atlanta Audit Committee and the City Auditor’s Office 
and outlines their primary duties.  The Audit Committee reviewed 
our audit scope in October 2010. 
 
A performance audit is an objective analysis of sufficient, 
appropriate evidence to assess the performance of an organization, 
program, activity, or function.  Performance audits provide 
assurance or conclusions to help management and those charged 
with governance improve program performance and operations, 
reduce costs, facilitate decision-making and contribute to public 
accountability.  Performance audits encompass a wide variety of 
objectives, including those related to assessing program 
effectiveness and results; economy and efficiency; internal controls; 
compliance with legal or other requirements; and objectives related 
to providing prospective analyses, guidance, or summary 
information.1 
 
We undertook this audit at the request of Atlanta City Council.  The 
council, in Resolution No. 10-R-0402, asked us to audit the Municipal 
Court, and the Offices of the Solicitor and Public Defender.  Council 
members expressed concerns about court operations and citizen 
complaints since the abolishment of the traffic court and merger of 
the traffic court functions into municipal court.  We focused our 
review on budget, staffing, and court data from fiscal year 2008 
through 2010. 
 

Background 
The Municipal Court was established pursuant to Article VI, Section 
I, of the Constitution of Georgia and Article 4 of the City Charter.  
Atlanta’s Municipal Court has jurisdiction to hear and decide city 
charter and ordinance violations, and has concurrent jurisdiction 
over certain state misdemeanor cases, including traffic violations, 
possession of one ounce or less of marijuana, shoplifting, and 
furnishing alcohol to a minor.  Under the charter, the court is 
authorized to impose fines up to $1,000 and/or imprisonment for up 

                                            
1Comptroller General of the United States, Government Auditing Standards, Washington, DC:  U.S. 
Government Accountability Office, 2007, p. 17-18. 



 

2  Municipal Court Operations 

to six months, or alternative sentencing.  State law also authorizes 
the Municipal Court to act as magistrate (hold preliminary hearings 
or issue warrants) over state offenses. 
 
The city operated two courts prior to their consolidation in January 
2005:  the Municipal Court and the City Court.  The Municipal Court 
handled ordinance violations or state offenses within the city limits.  
Until 2003, the Municipal Court conducted preliminary hearings for 
all state charges occurring within the city.  However, the mayor 
ordered as of January 6, 2003, that all persons arrested within the 
city and charged with state offenses be taken to the appropriate 
county jail.  The City Court handled traffic cases and misdemeanor 
or ordinance violations arising out of the traffic violations. 
 
Consolidation proposed to save money.  In 2002, the mayor 
convened a panel to review the courts’ operations to provide 
recommendations to improve efficiency, avoid duplication, and 
reduce costs.  The courts had a combined budget of about $21 
million and 258 staff, including 18 judges, 18 clerks and 36 bailiffs.  
The panel issued a report in April 2003 that recommended 
consolidating court operations.  The Boston Consulting Group 
provided pro bono assistance to the city in 2003 to assess staffing 
and facility needs for the consolidated court.  The Boston Consulting 
Group recommended cutting 111 non-judicial positions, reducing 
outsourced services — including 31 part-time judges (called pro hac) 
who filled in for judicial absences, and investing in improved 
information technology systems.  The reports of both groups noted 
that combined judicial workload was low, but neither group 
recommended how many judges the city should retain in its 
consolidated operation.  The state abolished the City Court effective 
January 1, 2005, and transferred all pending cases to the Municipal 
Court. 
 
The city upgraded court information technology systems.  The 
court implemented CourtSmart in August 2005, an automated 
audio/video recording system, to provide a verbatim record of court 
proceedings, which are archived for long-term storage.  The video 
images are automatically captured and time stamped along with 
audio and tagging information.  The system, costing about $212,000, 
largely replaced the need for court reporters to transcribe court 
proceedings.  The court implemented CourtView in March 2007, an 
automated case management system to record and track case 
information from the initial filing – when the court receives the 
ticket from the issuing agency and inputs it into the system – 
through final disposition, including case scheduling and payment 
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posting.  The $3.4 million system enables scanned copies of tickets 
to be stored in the system and accessed electronically.  Judges 
enter case dispositions, including fine amounts, into the system 
during court proceedings.  Defendants pay fines that do not require 
a court appearance via the internet, the court’s pay-by-phone 
system or at the court, once the ticket is entered into CourtView.  
Court personnel generate case and financial management reports 
from the system. 
 
Judicial Process 
 
The city’s judicial process starts once an officer makes an arrest or 
writes a ticket.  Appendix A shows a flowchart of how the court 
operates. 
 
In-custody cases.  In cases of arrest, individuals booked into jail 
must have a hearing within 48 hours.  Before the hearing, the 
solicitor reviews the case for sufficiency and may negotiate a plea 
with the defendant.  The defendant also has an opportunity to talk 
with a public defender.  Usually, the first hearing is an arraignment 
where the judge reads the charge and asks the defendant for a plea.  
If the defendant pleads not guilty, the judge either schedules a 
bench trial or transfers the defendant’s case to the county for a jury 
trial.  If the defendant pleads guilty or no contest, the judge rules 
on the case and imposes a sentence.  The judge can also dismiss a 
case.  In-custody hearings were held in two courtrooms on the first 
floor, which can be accessed from the city’s correctional facility 
without mixing detainees with the general public.  The court 
implemented video arraignment in October 2010 that enables judges 
to hear in-custody cases in any courtroom without transporting 
detainees to the court. 
 
Ticket issuance.  In cases when an officer issues a ticket without 
making an arrest, a scheduled court date is listed on the ticket, 
typically about five weeks after the ticket is issued.  Some charges, 
such as speeding less than 30 miles over the speed limit, safety belt 
violations, improper lane changes, defective equipment, or multiple 
false alarms, provide defendants the option to plead guilty and pay 
fines in lieu of appearing in court.  Court appearances are not 
scheduled for automated red light tickets and most parking tickets; 
parking fines and red light fines are due within 14 days of ticket 
issuance without additional penalty.  Defendants who wish to 
dispute the charge can go to court to schedule a walk-in hearing 
within the 14-day period. 
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The ticket describes the specific charge, person charged, location of 
violation, issuing officer, and scheduled court date if required.  Each 
traffic ticket lists one charge and criminal tickets list up to three 
charges.  In the case of automated red light enforcement, cameras 
installed at certain intersections throughout the city photograph 
vehicles that enter the intersection after the light has turned red.  
The Police Department reviews the photographs to determine 
whether they provide evidence of a violation, and the company that 
the city has contracted to manage the cameras sends the citation to 
the vehicle owner and electronically to municipal court. 
 
Ticket processing.  The Police Department’s policy is to deliver 
tickets to the Municipal Court the next business day.  Police 
supervisors review tickets for legibility and completeness and log 
them on a citation form.  A court clerk reconciles the tickets 
delivered to the court with the citation form and provides a signed 
copy of the citation form to the police as proof of delivery.  Clerks 
forward traffic and false alarm tickets to the solicitor’s office for 
initial screening.  The solicitor can dismiss the case if the initial 
review determines the ticket is insufficient because of missing or 
illegible information.  After screening, the solicitor’s office sends 
the tickets to court clerks for entry into CourtView and docket 
assignment.  The court operations supervisor collects the tickets, 
ensures that none are missing, and forwards them to the appropriate 
courtroom. 
 
Court proceedings.  Before the court session begins, case managers 
check defendants and other parties in for court.  Defendants fill out 
a plea form.  Solicitors review cases for sufficiency.  During the 
hearing, the judge reads each defendant the charge or charges and 
asks the defendant to enter a plea of not guilty, guilty, or no 
contest.  If the defendant does not appear in court on the scheduled 
day, the judge notes that the defendant has failed to appear (called 
FTA) and issues an FTA warrant for the defendant’s arrest.  The 
judge also records a $100 FTA fine in CourtView. 
 
If the defendant enters a plea of guilty or no contest, the judge can 
impose fines and fees, suspend fines and fees, impose jail time, or 
dismiss the case.  The judge rules on the case and records the 
disposition into CourtView.  If the judge imposes fines and fees, the 
defendant either pays them immediately at the cashier window or 
requests probation, which establishes a payment plan for defendants 
who are unable to pay the assessed fine. 
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If the defendant enters a plea of not guilty, the judge typically 
resets the case for trial.  A defendant may also request a jury trial, 
which results in the case being transferred to the county in which 
the violation occurred (referred to as bound over).  The Municipal 
Court no longer holds jury trials.  The city has agreements with 
Fulton, DeKalb, and Clayton counties for the counties to hear traffic 
charges when defendants request a jury trial. 
 
Bench trials.  About 7.3% of hearings are bench trials.  During the 
trial, the prosecutor presents the case against the defendant, 
including testimonial evidence (witnesses), documentary, video, and 
photographic evidence.  After the prosecutor has questioned the 
witness, the public defender or defense attorney has the 
opportunity to cross examine the witness.  Once the prosecutor has 
presented all of the evidence, the state rests.  The defendant or the 
defendant’s attorney presents his or her case.  After the defense has 
presented all of the evidence, the defense rests.  The judge listens 
to closing arguments from each side, makes a ruling, and enters the 
disposition into CourtView. 
 
Court Scheduling 
 
The Municipal Court holds sessions Monday through Thursday and is 
closed Fridays, holidays, and weekends, except for in-custody 
hearings.  The building is open to the public from 7:00 am to 5:30 
pm, Monday through Thursday, and is open on Fridays for fine 
payment only between 8:00 am and 4:00 pm.  The court schedules 
morning and afternoon court calendars.  The morning session is 
scheduled to start at 8:00 am; the afternoon session is scheduled to 
start at 3:00 pm.  The court facility has 12 courtrooms: 2 in-custody 
courtrooms on the 1st floor and 10 courtrooms on the 3rd, 5th and 
6th floors (see Exhibit 1). 
 
Exhibit 1  Municipal Court Courtrooms 
 

Floor  Courtrooms 

6  A  B  C  D 
5  A  B  C  D 
4  No Courtrooms 
3  A  B   
2  No Courtrooms 
1  A  B 

 
Source:  Audit representation of the court facility’s layout 
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Court Staffing and Budget 
 
The city had 11 judges at the beginning of fiscal year 2010.  Judge 
Howard Johnson retired in December 2009.  Former chief judge 
Deborah Greene retired in May 2010; the city currently has nine 
judges.  The court scheduled hearings in seven courtrooms per day; 
judges were scheduled one working day off the bench per week. 
 
Charter section 4-104 authorizes the City Council to determine the 
number of municipal court judges and establishes the four-year term 
for each judge.  Judges are appointed by the mayor.  A judge who 
desires to serve another term must file notice with the municipal 
clerk and be retained by city voters.  City voters retained ten judges 
to another four-year term beginning January 2010, including judge 
Greene who retired in May.  Charter section 4-105 authorizes the 
judges to select a chief judge by majority vote.  The chief judge is 
responsible for the general supervision of the court and the 
assignment of judges.  Beginning in fiscal year 2011, each judge is 
assigned full-time to one courtroom, and the court schedules 
hearings in nine courtrooms per day.   
 
The Municipal Court runs three specialty courts: 

• Community Court works with offenders, using sentencing 
alternatives and legal sanctions to promote rehabilitation and 
address the underlying causes of criminality.  Judge Clinton 
Deveaux presides over community court, and Chief Judge 
Crystal Gaines presides over the Teens Learning Control and 
Restorative Board sessions. 

• DUI Court adjudicates traffic violations where the defendant 
has been cited for driving under the influence.  Judge Calvin 
Graves presides over DUI court. 

• Housing Court adjudicates violations of the City of Atlanta 
Housing code, the Graffiti Ordinance, and/or the Commercial 
Maintenance and Industrial Code.  Prior to September 2010, 
Judge Gary Jackson presided over housing court; Chief Judge 
Crystal Gaines now presides over housing court. 

 
The remaining six judges – Elaine Carlisle, Barbara Harris, Gary 
Jackson, Catherine Malicki, Andrew Mickle, and Herman Sloan - hear 
a mix primarily of traffic and criminal cases.   
 
Judges are scheduled to work four 10-hour days per week.  Judges 
work Monday through Thursday.  Judges also rotate working on 
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Fridays and Sundays to ensure that the in-custody arraignment 
hearings are held within 48 hours of an individual’s arrest to comply 
with a 1991 U.S. Supreme Court ruling known as the Riverside 
requirement. 
 
Municipal Court comprises three separate judicial agencies.  
Three separate departments operate within the Municipal Court:  
Court Operations, the City Solicitor’s Office, and the Public 
Defender’s Office.  The city budgeted $12.5 million in fiscal year 
2011 for the three departments and authorized 158 positions, an 
increase of $1.8 million and 21 positions from what the city 
budgeted in fiscal year 2010.  The chief judge requested the 
increase to operate nine courtrooms for the convenience of the 
public and other reasons. 
 
Court operations has a budget of $8.4 million and is authorized 107 
positions in fiscal year 2011, an increase of one position from fiscal 
year 2010 (see Exhibit 2).  The budget funded 100 positions with 
general fund monies, 1 with trust funds, and 4 with grant funds. 2 
 

Exhibit 2  Municipal Court FY11 Organizational Chart – Authorized Positions 
 

 
Source:  Municipal Court 

 
Court operations manages the day-to-day functions of the court.  
Like judges, most court staff is scheduled to work four 10-hour days 
per week.  The department is divided into six sections: 

• Data Entry/Call Center - processes all citations filed, 
schedules court hearings, and answers incoming calls 

                                            
2 The City Council authorized 10 judge positions in September 2009, but funded nine in fiscal year 2011. 



 

8  Municipal Court Operations 

• Courtroom Operations – ensures that all cases filed in 
municipal court are processed 

• Finance – processes all financial transactions in municipal court 

• Pretrial, Ombudsman, Warrants and Bonds – releases 
defendants based on criminal history records, researches 
court-related cases, processes and verifies warrant 
information, and processes bond-related activities at court 

• Community Court – provides alternative sentencing options for 
low-level offenses 

• Administration – oversees the budget, human resource, and 
court technology functions 

 
The City Solicitor’s Office prosecutes cases in Municipal Court, and, 
according to the fiscal year 2011 budget, provides legal assistance to 
the city’s administration, community groups, schools and colleges, 
and provides training to law enforcement and private agencies.  The 
solicitor’s office has a budget of $2.6 million and is authorized 34 
positions in fiscal year 2011, an increase of 16 positions from fiscal 
year 2010 (see Exhibit 3). 
 

Exhibit 3  Office of the Solicitor FY11 Organizational Chart – Authorized Positions 

 
Source:  Office of the Solicitor 
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Solicitors are scheduled to work four 10-hour days per week; one 
solicitor also works Fridays and Sundays on a rotating basis to handle 
in-custody hearings.  The city solicitor planned to assign two 
solicitors per courtroom with the additional staff in the fiscal year 
2011 budget, requiring 18 solicitors on duty per court day.  One 
solicitor is assigned to work five 8-hour days per week to screen 
tickets and does not appear in court. 
 
The Office of the Public Defender represents indigent defendants in 
Municipal Court cases.   Section 62-36 of the city code requires 
indigent defendants to sign a pauper’s affidavit before they may be 
assisted by the public defender.  However, the public defender said 
the former Chief Judge Greene authorized a standing order to 
provide a public defender to every defendant in custody.  The public 
defender’s office has a budget of $1.5 million and is authorized 17 
positions in fiscal year 2011, an increase of four positions from fiscal 
year 2010 (see Exhibit 4).   
 
Public defenders and support staff are scheduled to work four 10-
hour days per week; one public defender also works Fridays and 
Sundays on a rotating basis to handle in-custody hearings.  The 
public defender planned to assign one attorney per courtroom with 
the additional staff in the fiscal year 2011 budget, requiring nine 
public defense attorneys on duty per court day. 
 

Exhibit 4  Office of the Public Defender FY11 Organizational Chart – Authorized Positions 

 
Source:  Office of the Public Defender 
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Court Revenues and Expenditures Decreased from FY2008-2010 
 
Court revenues decreased about 17% from fiscal year 2008 to fiscal 
year 2010.  The city receives revenues from fines and fees assessed 
in Municipal Court for traffic, parking, and other offenses.  Court 
revenue decreased from about $21.1 million in fiscal year 2008 to 
$17.6 million in fiscal year 2010.  The city anticipated receiving 
about $23 million in fine revenue in fiscal year 2011 (see Exhibit 5). 
 
Exhibit 5  Comparison of Court Revenue and Expenses FY08-FY11 

 
Source:  Oracle data for fiscal years 2008 through 2010 
 
 
Court revenue exceeded expenses in all three years.  While court 
revenues decreased from fiscal year 2008 to 2010, revenues 
continued to exceed court expenses.  Since fiscal year 2008, the city 
reduced expenses largely through personnel cuts.  The Municipal 
Court eliminated 24 positions, while the public defender and the 
solicitor’s offices cut 15 and 39 positions, respectively.  Exhibit 6 
shows authorized positions in the left-hand column of each cluster; 
positions filled at fiscal year-end are in the right-hand column.  The 
fiscal year 2011 budget added 21 positions back to the judicial 
agencies. 
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Exhibit 6  Authorized and Filled Staffing for Judicial Agencies 

 
Source:   Adopted budgets and Oracle staffing data for fiscal years 2008 – 2010; City 

Council Ordinance 08-O-1760 and adopted budget for fiscal year 2011 
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• observing conditions and procedures at the municipal court 

• reviewing department standard operating procedures (SOPs) 

• reviewing previous studies on the municipal court and the 
Georgia State Courts  

• identifying the number, types and dispositions of cases in 
CourtView by month and fiscal year  

• reviewing six months of CourtSmart data — from January 1, 
2010, to June 30, 2010 — to record judicial bench time 

• evaluating the workload of each judicial agency against its 
resource allocation 

• assessing the accuracy of reported workload and performance 
measures to understand how each judicial agency tracks its 
activities 

 
Generally accepted government auditing standards require that we 
plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives.  We believe that the 
evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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Findings and Analysis 

Existing Workload Does Not Justify Current Staffing Levels; City 
Could Save 2.3 Million Annually by Reducing Staff 

 
While the number of cases heard in Municipal Court remained flat 
over the last three fiscal years, the city increased the court’s fiscal 
year 2011 budget to open two additional courtrooms, raising the 
number of courtrooms with scheduled cases from seven per day to 
nine.  We estimate the court could handle its existing workload with 
four courtrooms; cutting the number of judges and court staff could 
save $2.3 million annually. 
 
The chief judge requested the budget increase to allow each judge 
to be assigned full-time to one courtroom, citing public convenience 
and increased traffic ticket filings since January 2010 as 
justification.  However, even with an uptick in the number of traffic 
and criminal tickets filed, case workload in the last six months of 
fiscal year 2010 required judges to spend only 28% of their time on 
the bench.  Ticket filings overstate judicial workload because not all 
tickets require a court appearance, and many defendants either pay 
prior to their court appearance or fail to appear in court.  We 
estimate that court workload would have to more than double to 
justify the use of nine courtrooms. 
 
The judicial agencies requested additional positions in the fiscal 
year 2011 budget to staff nine courtrooms and help cover absences.  
During the last six months of fiscal year 2010, courtrooms were not 
staffed to the level the chief judge, city solicitor, and city public 
defender identified as preferable.  Absences did not appear to 
affect the court’s ability to process the caseload; we found no 
correlation between staffing and the percent of scheduled cases 
heard and no correlation between staffing and percent of hearings 
reset.  Based on our analysis, we conclude that reviving the use of 
pro hac judges — substitute judges to cover absences — does not 
appear to be warranted. 
 
The court could better accommodate the public by shifting 
schedules to ensure cashier windows are open after court ends, 
ensuring that court starts on time, and considering whether fines for 
additional charges could be paid without a court appearance.   
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Judicial Workload Remained Flat as Ticket Filings Decreased 
 
The number of cases heard in court remained flat from fiscal year 
2008 to 2010.  Judges describe their workload in terms of ticket 
filings in public safety committee hearings in March and December 
2010.  While the number of tickets filed in Municipal Court has 
decreased since 2008, this measure does not accurately reflect 
judicial workload.  Cases heard in court better reflects judicial 
workload, because most parking and red light tickets do not require 
a court appearance, and many defendants either pay their fines 
prior to court or fail to appear. 
 
Solicitors’ workload increased 13% between 2008 and 2010.  
Solicitors describe their workload in terms of charges prosecuted, 
which includes charges heard in court and traffic and misdemeanor 
charges for which a defendant can plead guilty without appearing in 
court. 
 
The public defender’s office cannot accurately report its workload 
because court case managers inconsistently enter case assignments 
into CourtView.  The public defenders’ self-reported work appears 
to include cases carried over from previous months and consultation 
with defendants at the city jail prior to case assignment.  Even when 
using this broader measure of workload, the public defenders’ office 
workload amounted to less than 10% of cases heard in court. 
 
Judicial workload remained flat since fiscal year 2008.  Judges 
describe their workload in terms of tickets filed with the court.  
However, only 33% of tickets filed between fiscal years 2008 and 
2010 were heard in court.  When court clerks enter filed tickets into 
CourtView, they record and schedule the case to appear on a court 
docket.  Cases on the docket may not be heard in court because the 
defendant either pays a fine prior to court or fails to appear on the 
scheduled date.  In fiscal year 2010, about 13% of defendants paid 
fines in lieu of appearing in court and another 13% of defendants 
failed to appear in court.  Since fiscal year 2008, the number of 
cases scheduled for court increased slightly while the number of 
cases heard in court — a more accurate measure of judges’ workload 
— was flat (see Exhibit 7). 
 
Overall court filings decreased 35% from fiscal years 2008 to 
2010.  The overall number of tickets filed with the Municipal Court 
decreased 35% between fiscal years 2008 and 2010.  The decrease 
occurred because of drops in the number of parking and automated 
red light tickets. 
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Exhibit 7  Comparison of Filings, Charges, and Court Cases 
 

 
Source:  CourtView data from fiscal year 2008 to 2010 
 
Parking ticket filings decreased by 69% after the city reduced staff 
in May 2008 while working to outsource parking enforcement.  The 
city finalized its contract with ParkAtlanta for parking enforcement 
in September 2009. 
 
Automated red light ticket filings decreased by 65% because the 
Georgia Department of Transportation denied permit renewals in 
December 2009 for three locations.  The state reinstated one permit 
in March 2010 and conditionally reinstated another permit in 
September 2010 for 12 months, provided that the city evaluates 
citations and accidents at 6- and 11-month intervals.  Parking and 
automated red light tickets typically do not require a court 
appearance unless the defendant wishes to contest the charge.  As a 
result, these types of tickets have little effect on courtroom 
workload. 
 
The number of traffic and criminal tickets filed influences 
courtroom workload because defendants often are required to 
appear in court.  While the overall number of tickets filed decreased 
between fiscal years 2008 and 2010, the numbers of criminal and 
traffic tickets filed increased by 56% and 10%, respectively.  Most of 
the increase in traffic tickets filed occurred in the latter half of 
fiscal year 2010 (see Exhibit 8). 
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Exhibit 8  Total, Traffic, and Criminal Tickets Filed by Month 
 

 
Source:  CourtView data from fiscal year 2008 to 2010 
 
Daily courtroom workload increased in the latter half of fiscal 
year 2010.  The average number of cases scheduled per day 
increased about 25% from January to June 2010, from 1,040 cases to 
1,304, adding about 19 cases per docket.  On average, the court 
heard about 70% of cases on the docket (see Exhibit 9).  The 
remainder of the cases the defendant paid in lieu of court or failed 
to appear. 
 
Exhibit 9  Comparison of Court Cases Scheduled to Heard per Day 

January-June, 2010 

 
Source:  CourtView data from January 1, 2010, through June 30, 2010 
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Overall, from January through June 2010, the court scheduled an 
average of 1,246 cases and heard an average of 867 cases per day 
when court was in session.  Judges heard an average of 19,699 cases 
each in fiscal year 2010.  The Boston Consulting Group’s 2002 report 
identified 25,000 dispositions per judge as a benchmark for traffic 
cases, citing the October 2001 National Center for State Courts, 
Workload Assessment Model for the Georgia State Court. 
 
While court staff identified case resets and bench trials as factors 
that increase judicial workload, these events were a relatively small 
percentage of court events in fiscal years 2008 through 2010.  About 
3% of cases were reset at least once and 7.3% of scheduled hearings 
were bench trials. 
 
Solicitors’ workload increased 13% between fiscal year 2008 and 
2010.  Solicitors report the number of charges prosecuted each 
month in court as a workload measure for the mayor’s ATLStat 
program.  Solicitors also review traffic tickets for sufficiency before 
court.  The decrease in number of tickets filed between fiscal years 
2008 and 2010 did not reduce solicitor workload because the 
decreases were in parking and automated red light tickets, which 
the solicitors do not review.  Solicitors prosecuted an average of 
14,078 charges each in fiscal year 2010. 
 
Public defender cannot accurately track or report workload.  The 
public defender’s office reports the number of cases assigned per 
month as a workload measure for the mayor’s ATLStat program.  
CourtView records show that the number of cases assigned to the 
public defender decreased by nearly half between fiscal year 2008 
and 2010.  However, case assignments are not reliably captured in 
CourtView.  While court case managers are responsible for inputting 
a public defender code in CourtView when a judge assigns a public 
defender to a case, staff acknowledged that case managers enter 
public defender codes inconsistently.  Inputting the public defender 
code requires changing screens in CourtView, which, according to a 
case manager, could prevent them from capturing other pertinent 
case information. 
 
The public defender manually compiles the office’s monthly case 
assignments from individual attorneys and court dockets for ATLStat 
reports.  Between October 2008, when the public defender began 
reporting the number of assigned cases, and June 2010, the number 
of assigned cases reported in ATLStat fluctuated between about 500 
and 1,500 cases per month, between 3% and 8% of court hearings 
held each month.  We cannot explain the fluctuation.  The public 
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defender was unable to substantiate the caseload data provided to 
ATLStat for June 2010.  It appears that attorneys are including cases 
carried over from previous months and consultations with 
defendants in the city jail in their self-reported counts.  While this 
method may be a reasonable way of measuring workload, it counts 
cases more than once, resulting in a greater number than the 
number of cases assigned to a public defender in court. 
 
We recommend the court administrator ensure that court clerks 
enter cases assigned to the public defender in CourtView in order to 
accurately and consistently measure workload. 
 
Workload Does Not Justify Fiscal Year 2011 Staffing Increase 
 
The city added positions in the fiscal year 2011 budget to increase 
the number of open courtrooms from seven to nine.  The chief judge 
requested the budget increase to allow each judge to be assigned 
full-time to one courtroom, citing public convenience and increased 
traffic ticket filings since January 2010 as reasons for opening more 
courtrooms.  However, even with an uptick in the number of traffic 
and criminal tickets filed, case workload in the last six months of 
fiscal year 2010 required judges to spend only 28% of their time on 
the bench.  We estimate that court workload would have to more 
than double to justify the use of nine courtrooms. 
 
The city added positions to open two additional courtrooms.  In 
the fiscal year 2011 budget, the city added 4 positions including 2 
attorneys in the public defender’s office, 16 positions including 9 
attorneys in the solicitor’s office, and 1 case manager to municipal 
court staff.  The judicial agencies’ proposed budgets cited the 
increase to nine courtrooms as the reason for increasing staff.  The 
city solicitor also cited the need to cover absences.  The chief 
judge, in a March 2010 presentation to the City Council’s Public 
Safety Committee, identified operating nine fully functional 
courtrooms as a budget priority.  She wanted to assign each judge to 
one courtroom full-time to improve efficiency and better serve the 
public.  She also stated that traffic fillings had increased in the past 
two months and had been increasing for the last two years, as 
further justification. 
 
Judges spent 28% of their time on the bench from January 
through June 2010.  Even with an uptick in the number of traffic 
and criminal tickets filed in fiscal year 2010, case workload in the 
last six months of the fiscal year required judges to spend only 28% 
of their time on the bench.  We reviewed court sessions in 
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CourtSmart — the official transcript of courtroom sessions — for 
court sessions held from January 1, 2010, to June 30, 2010, to 
record when each session started and ended.  Judges are paid for 
10-hour days.  Court sessions are not expected to exceed 7 hours of 
the 10-hour work day.  During the time we reviewed, judges spent 
an average of four hours on the bench on days when they were 
scheduled to hear cases (see Exhibit 10).  At the time, judges were 
scheduled to work three days on the bench and one administrative 
day per week.   
 
Exhibit 10  Comparison of Judges’ Scheduled to Actual Bench Time per 

Day in Court 

 
Source:  CourtSmart data from January 1, 2010, through June 30, 2010 
 
Judges’ average time on the bench varied.  Judge Deveaux, who 
presided over community court, had the highest average time on the 
bench at about 5 hours per day in court.  Former Chief Judge 
Greene had the lowest average time on the bench at about 2 hours 
per day in court. 
 
Judges spent an average of 11 hours per 40-hour work week on the 
bench over the period we reviewed (see Exhibit 11).  Judges’ 
average time on the bench per week varied due to differences in the 
daily average and differences in the number of days on the bench.      
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Exhibit 11 
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solicitor and public defender agreed that two solicitors and one 
public defender, respectively, should be assigned per courtroom. 
 
Judges and court staff identified absences as a factor affecting 
workload.  Judges and staff told us that absences affect the court’s 
workload.  Case managers, solicitors and public defenders are 
shifted among courtrooms to cover absences.  While one public 
defender can be assigned to cover two courtrooms, staff told us 
that some judges will not convene court without a public defender 
present. 
 
When a judge is absent, cases are re-scheduled, shifted to another 
courtroom or pretrial intervention, or defendants are allowed to 
plead guilty and pay fines.  Court data does not track when cases 
are shifted, reset, or resolved without a hearing due to judicial 
absences.  Given the amount of time judges spent on the bench 
between January and June 2010, reviving the use of pro hac judges 
does not appear to be warranted  
 
The court’s overall workload was unaffected by absences in the 
last six months of fiscal year 2010.  While absences no doubt 
affected individuals’ workload and individual cases, we found no 
correlation between daily courtroom staffing and the percent of 
scheduled cases heard.  We also found no correlation between daily 
courtroom staffing and the percent of hearings reset during the last 
six months of fiscal year 2010. 
 
Exhibit 12 shows the percent of cases heard and courtroom staffing.  
The number of courtroom staff on duty ranged from 34 to 44 — 
counting judges, case managers, solicitors and public defenders.  
The percent of scheduled cases heard ranged from about 56% to 
about 80%.  If a positive correlation existed, the graph would show 
the percent of scheduled cases heard increasing as the number of 
staff increased. 
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Exhibit 12  Scatterplot of Daily Courtroom Staffing and Percent of 
Scheduled Cases Heard 

 

 
Source:  CourtView and Kronos data from January 1, 2010, through June 30, 2010 
 
Similarly, Exhibit 13 shows the percent of hearings reset and the 
number of courtroom staff on duty.  The percentage of cases reset 
ranged from 1.6% to 19.2% of daily hearings, with an overall average 
of 5.4%.  If a negative correlation existed, the graph would show the 
percent of hearings reset decreasing as the number of staff 
increased. 

 
Exhibit 13  Scatterplot of Daily Courtroom Staffing and Percent of 

Hearings Reset 
 

 
Source:  CourtView and Kronos data from January 1, 2010, through June 30, 2010 
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Judicial absences could pose a problem now that the Municipal 
Court is scheduling daily sessions in nine courtrooms.  Between 
January and June 2010, fewer than seven judges were on duty on 
only one day when court was in session.  However, one judge was 
absent for at least part of the day on 58% of days when court was in 
session and more than one judge was absent at least part of the day 
on 17% of days when court was in session. 
 
Staff absences could also make it difficult to operate nine 
courtrooms.  While the chief judge prefers to operate courtrooms 
with two case managers, courtrooms can operate with just one.  
Between January and June 2010, fewer than 14 case managers were 
on duty on 36% of the days when court was in session.  Although the 
court never had fewer than eight case managers working, case 
managers accrued 371 hours of compensatory time during the six-
month period, equivalent to about one-third of a full-time 
employee.  Between January and June 2010, one case manager was 
absent for at least part of a day on 95% of the days when court was 
in session.  More than one case manager was absent on 89% of the 
days when court was in session.  Although the city added one case 
manager position in the fiscal year 2011 budget, this level of 
absences could make it difficult to operate nine courtrooms per day. 
 
While the chief judge and city solicitor identified two solicitors per 
courtroom as preferred, the court never had more than 13 solicitors 
on duty between January and June 2010.  One solicitor was absent 
for at least part of the day on 90% of days court was in session.  
More than one solicitor was absent 48% of the days court was in 
session.  The court never had fewer than 8 solicitors working, 
allowing for two solicitors to prosecute cases in DUI court and one 
solicitor for the remaining courtrooms. 
 
Public defender absences were lower.  One public defender was 
absent for at least part of the day on 19% of days court was in 
session.   The court had fewer than 7 public defenders on duty on 
27% of the days when court was in session between January and 
June 2010, and never had fewer than four. 
 
Starting court sessions on time would better accommodate the 
public and police department scheduling.  Between January and 
June 2010, morning court started after 8:00 a.m. 89% of the time.  
About half of the time, morning court started over an hour late.  
Defendants are required to appear in court on time.  Part of the 
chief judge’s rationale for operating nine courtrooms was to better 
serve the public.  Starting court on time would also better serve the 
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public, without increasing operating costs.  Also, according to the 
deputy chief of police, starting court sessions on time would better 
accommodate police department scheduling.  Court staff told us 
that court sessions were scheduled to begin at 8:00 am and 3:00 pm 
to coordinate with police department shift schedules. 
 
The chief judge expressed concerns about the potential for 
overcrowding, citing a warning citation from a fire inspector at 9:15 
am.  The court could better accommodate the public by staggering 
court session schedules to reduce wait time and the potential for 
overcrowding. 
 
Requiring fewer court appearances could also accommodate the 
public without increasing operating costs.  CourtView shows that 
fines can be paid in lieu of a court appearance for 250 out of about 
2,800 charges.  These charges accounted for about 70% of all 
charges filed between fiscal years 2008 and 2010.  State law 
requires court appearances for 11 charges, any offense committed 
by a person under 21, any charge related to a traffic accident, and 
other violations as determined by the court.  Judges last reviewed 
the charges payable in lieu of court appearance in July 2006.  We 
recommend the court review and consider reducing the number of 
charges that require a court appearance as an alternative way to 
increase court efficiency and reduce costs. 
 
Court Could Save $2.3 Million by Reducing Staff 
 
Based on court caseload data from January to June 2010, we 
estimate the court could handle its workload with four courtrooms; 
cutting the number of judges and courtroom staff could save $2.3 
million annually. 
 
The Municipal Court could handle workload with four courtrooms.  
We estimate that the court could have handled its January to June 
2010 caseload with four courtrooms, based on the average number 
of court events per day, the average time per court event, and 
assuming that each docket would take an average of 90% of its 
scheduled time to complete.  We also assumed that judges would 
not need more than an average of 3.7 hours of administrative time 
off the bench per work day — the 3 hours not covered by docket 
schedules and an average of 10% of docket time not needed to hear 
cases. 
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The city could eliminate 4 judges and 19 municipal court 
employees to align courtroom staffing with workload.  If the court 
operated four courtrooms, we estimate that the city could eliminate 
four judge positions.  We assume that the city would retain five 
judges, including a chief judge, in order to cover judicial absences 
and maintain adequate administrative oversight.  We estimate the 
city could eliminate eight solicitors, seven case managers and four 
public defenders and still staff four courtrooms to the level 
preferred by the chief judge, city solicitor, and public defender.  
We included staff to cover absences and administrative tasks, and 
for the solicitor’s office to review charges outside of court. 
 
Eliminating these 23 positions would save an estimated $2.3 million 
annually, based on the average salary and benefits per position.  In 
addition, reducing the number of courtrooms in use per day would 
reduce the need for outsourced courtroom security. 
 
 

Complete Data Needed for Measuring Case Disposition  
 
 
The court could better use its information systems to track workload 
and case outcomes.  During the audit period, weekend and holiday 
work was not captured in CourtSmart or recorded in Kronos, the 
city’s timekeeping system.  Court staff said they do not check the 
accuracy of data entered in CourtView.  We found some blank data 
fields and inconsistencies in how dispositions and status codes are 
used. 
 
Court Information Systems Lack Complete Data on Weekend Work 
and Case Events 
 
We were unable to test some of the factors that judges and court 
staff said influenced their workload.  The court’s information 
systems do not capture the hours staff work on weekends and 
holidays, identify which cases are in-custody, or capture time per 
court case. 
 
Judges, solicitors, public defenders, and courtroom staff rotate 
working Fridays and Sundays to ensure arraignment hearings are 
held within 48 hours of an individual’s arrest.  These hearings are 
not recorded in CourtSmart, the court’s video and audio archiving 
system.  According to court staff, a court reporter transcribes these 
sessions manually.  We were unable to assess how much time judges 
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and court staff spend in hearings outside of their four 10-hour day 
schedule.  Kronos, the city’s timekeeping system, does not reflect 
weekend and holiday work for judges and attorneys, who are 
exempt from the federal Fair Labor Standards act.  CourtView shows 
that relatively few court events occurred on Fridays, Saturdays, and 
Sundays between January and June 2010.  CourtView has a record of 
728 hearings, about 1% of the total cases heard over the six months, 
occurring on 12 days outside of the court’s work week.  We do not 
know whether these records are complete. 
 
The chief judge, city solicitor, and public defender identified in-
custody cases as events that increase their workload.  CourtView, 
the court’s case management system, does not separately identify 
which records are in-custody cases.  CourtView also lacks data on 
time per court case that would allow the court to quantify its 
workload.  CourtView has fields for times and event duration, but 
these are not used. 
 
Municipal court staff is not checking the accuracy or reliability of 
data entered into CourtView.  We found incomplete case data. For 
example, 26% of 718,538 records of court events had missing 
courtroom locations, 33% of cases analyzed from fiscal year 2008 to 
2010 were still open as of August 2010, and case managers have not 
consistently recorded cases assigned to public defenders (see Exhibit 
14). 

 
Exhibit 14  Comparison of Closed to Open Cases 

 

 
Source:  CourtView data from fiscal years 2008 to 2010 
 
Disposition codes appear to overlap, making meaningful analysis 
difficult.  For example, “undisposed,” “open” and “active” are all 
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separate disposition codes in CourtView.  The status codes which 
indicate whether a case is open or closed are also recorded as a 
disposition.  Incomplete data prevents the court from tracking case 
disposition and accurately assessing performance. 
 
We recommend court administrator develop a process to review 
data entries in CourtView to ensure information is accurately 
entered in the system.  We also recommend the court administrator 
review and establish meaningful disposition codes to better track 
case outcomes. 
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Recommendations 
 
 

1. The City Council should reduce the number of judges, 
solicitors, public defenders and case managers to align 
staffing with workload. 

 
2. The chief judge should review and consider reducing the 

number of charges that require a court appearance as an 
alternative way to increase court efficiency and reduce 
costs. 

 
3. The chief judge should stagger court session schedules to 

reduce wait time and the potential for overcrowding. 
 

4. The court administrator should ensure that case managers 
enter cases assigned to the public defender into CourtView in 
order to accurately measure workload. 

 
5. The court administrator should develop a process to review 

data entries in CourtView to ensure information is complete 
and accurately entered in the system. 

 
6. The court administrator should work with judges to review 

and establish meaningful disposition codes to better track 
case outcomes. 
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Appendices 
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Appendix A                                                                                  
Court Operations Process 
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Appendix B                                                                                                                
Judicial Agencies’ Response to Audit Recommendations 

 

Report # 10.06 Report Title:  Municipal Court Operations Date:  03/09/11 

Recommendation Responses 

Rec. # 1 The City Council should reduce the number of judges, solicitors, public defenders and case managers to 
align staffing with workload. 

Disagree 

 Proposed Action: 
 

No comments provided. 

 Implementation Timeframe:  
 Responsible Person:  

Rec. # 2 The chief judge should review and consider reducing the number of charges that require a court appearance 
as an alternative way to increase court efficiency and reduce costs. 

Partially Agree 

 Proposed Action: Georgia law allows the court to establish a Traffic Violations Bureau by written order of the judges thereof.  O.C.G.A. § 
40-13-50 Article 3 of Chapter 13 of the Motor Vehicle Code (Title 40), O.C.G.A. § 40-13-50 et seq., requires the court to 
“…promulgate and provide the clerk of the traffic violations bureau a list of the traffic offenses which shall be handled 
and disposed of by the traffic violations bureau.”  It is important to note that not every UTC is permitted by law to be 
resolved as a TVB offense. 

 Implementation Timeframe:  

 
 

Responsible Person:  
 

Rec. # 3 The chief judge should stagger court session schedules to reduce wait time and the potential for 
overcrowding. 

Disagree 

 Proposed Action: Staggering court sessions will not eliminate overcrowding if the court is forced to operate with only four (4) courtrooms. 
The chief judge agreed with the City of Atlanta Fire Department that it would operate nine (9) courtrooms to avoid 
being cited in 2010. 

 Implementation Timeframe:  

 Responsible Person:  
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Rec. # 4 The court administrator should ensure that case managers enter cases assigned to the public defender into 
CourtView in order to accurately measure workload. 

Agree 

 Proposed Action: The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. 
 
 
 

 Implementation Timeframe: April 14, 2011 

 Responsible Person: Court Administrator/Manager 

Rec. # 5 The court administrator should develop a process to review data entries in CourtView to ensure information 
is complete and accurately entered in the system. 

Agree 

Proposed Action: The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. 
 
 
 

Implementation Timeframe: April 14, 2011 
 Responsible Person: Court Administrator/Manager 

Rec. # 6 The court administrator should work with judges to review and establish meaningful disposition codes to 
better track case outcomes. 

Agree 

 Proposed Action: The court expects to have a new court administrator by April 2011. 
 
 
 

Implementation Timeframe: April 14, 2011 

 Responsible Person: Court Administrator/Manager 
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Appendix C                                                                                 
Judicial Agencies’ Comments 
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Appendix D                                                                                 
City Auditor’s Response to the Judicial Agencies’ Comments 

 
Government Auditing Standards require us to explain in the audit report our reasons for 
disagreeing with comments from the audited entity if they conflict with the audit’s findings 
and recommendations or when planned corrective actions do not adequately address the 
recommendations.  Our comments elaborate on the audit evidence that contradicts the 
judicial agencies’ assertions in Appendix C.   
 
The judicial agencies object to several aspects of the audit which, taken 
together, suggest that they do not understand our methodology and analysis, 
nor do they correctly interpret government audit standards for performance 
audits. 
 
The judicial agencies incorrectly assert that we ignored time spent outside the courtroom.  
The fact that we measured courtroom time or “bench time” does not mean that we 
disregarded other work time.  While we measured and reported on time in court, our results 
and recommendations allow for time outside of court.  Under our recommendation that the 
court operate four courtrooms, we estimate that judges would average 25 hours per week 
on the bench, which reflects about 60% of a normal 40-hour work week and leaves the 
remaining 40%, about 15 hours per week, for tasks outside the courtroom.  Our 
recommendations also allow for sufficient judges and legal staff to provide coverage for the 
agencies’ normal level of absences. 
 
The judicial agencies assert that nationally accepted methodology requires a “weighted case 
analysis” and erroneously state that studies using this method make no mention of judicial 
bench time.  Weighted case methodology incorporates judicial bench time within the 
calculation.  It calculates the average number of minutes required to dispose of each type of 
case, and estimates the number of judges needed based on the estimated number of cases 
by type and a threshold of judge hours per year. According to the 2000 Workload 
Assessment Model for the Georgia Superior Court (prepared by the National Center for State 
Courts), the threshold for large, urban superior courts in Georgia is 1,508 judge hours per 
year, or 29 hours per week.  The mix of cases handled in superior courts includes more 
complex cases than those adjudicated in municipal court; the types of case-specific judicial 
work likely to require time outside of court are of limited or no applicability to the municipal 
court.  We conclude that the expectation that Atlanta’s judges spend an average of 25 hours 
per week in court is roughly comparable to the 29 hours expected of superior court judges.  
It should also be noted that the 29-hour estimate is about 2.5 times greater than the 11 
hours per week that judges averaged during the six months we measured.  While the 
judges, city solicitor, and public defender disagree strongly with our recommendation to the 
City Council to reduce the number of judges and courtroom staff to align with workload, 
they do not dispute our calculation of their time in court.  
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The judges incorrectly assert that “the Auditor acknowledges that the national benchmark 
for courts like ours is 25,000 cases per judge, per year…”  This statement misrepresents 
what we said in the audit report.  We do not acknowledge this figure as a national 
benchmark for municipal courts.  We state on page 17 in the report, “The Boston Consulting 
Group’s 2002 report identified 25,000 dispositions per judge as a benchmark for traffic 
cases, citing the October 2001 National Center for State Courts, Workload Assessment 
Model for the Georgia State Court.”  The Boston Consulting Group’s 2002 report cites other 
municipal courts in Georgia and other states with a wide range of dispositions per judge, 
both lower and higher than 25,000.  For example, Savannah had 36,000, Seattle had 
44,000, and Milwaukee had 56,000.   
 
Further, our use of the 25,000 figure as context for the average number of cases each 
judge heard in fiscal year 2010 is generous to the court.  Our unit of analysis is a case 
“event,” which includes more than dispositions; continuances and arraignments, for 
example, are case events but they are not case dispositions.  As a result, dispositions per 
judge are fewer than case events heard per judge; they are a subset of the 19,699 average 
cases per judge cited on page 17 of the audit report.   
 
In a similar vein, the judicial agencies’ remarks indicate confusion about our treatment of 
cases in which defendants fail to appear in court (FTA).  While we did not count instances of 
FTA as case events, the time spent dealing with FTAs in court is included in the court time 
we measured.  If the defendant appeared at a later date in the audit period, that event is 
counted as a case heard.  If we counted FTAs as events, then the number of events heard 
would increase, the measured court time would stay the same, and therefore the average 
time in court per event would be lower than the 1.75 minutes we calculated in the audit.   
 
The judicial agencies assert that we ignored available data to measure the public defender’s 
workload, but the data reported by the public defender for the audit period were not 
reliable.  The letter states that a new records analyst has “recorded the appointment of 
more than 12,000 Public Defender cases for the six months from July through December 
2010,” and that we should have measured and analyzed this work.  We did discuss with the 
public defender the process used by her staff to record their caseloads and concluded that 
the method was vulnerable to double-counting cases over time.  Further, the office lacked 
support for its reported ATLStat measures.  The case numbers mentioned above were 
outside the period of our audit scope, fiscal years 2008 to 2010. 
 
The public defender also provided us with several articles about public defender 
organizations and recommended caseloads.  After reviewing this material, we concluded 
that many of the specific caseload guidelines were not applicable to municipal code 
violations and traffic violations, or they were specific to phases of the litigation process.  As 
such, they could not be applied to the aggregate count of case files cited by the public 
defender. 
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The judicial agencies assert that by not evaluating every aspect of court performance, using 
performance measures and best practices specifically developed for courts, we failed to 
follow performance audit standards.  This demonstrates a lack of understanding of the 
government performance audit standards that guide our work.  Government Audit 
Standards for performance audits require one or more specific audit objectives addressing 
any of a range of issues related to program effectiveness, economy, and efficiency; internal 
control; compliance; or prospective analyses (U.S. Comptroller General, Government Audit 
Standards, 2007 ed., section 1.28).  While the judicial agencies express a preference for a 
comprehensive review of how well the court and related agencies carry out all of their 
activities, such a broad scope is not required.  Rather, audit standards call for us to design 
and scope our audits to address specific objectives that we develop based on audit planning 
and preliminary research.  In the case of this audit, we focused our audit objectives (listed 
on page 11) on workload and related factors affecting the cost-effectiveness and efficiency 
of the court.  Workload and resource issues were at the top of the list of City Council 
concerns included in Resolution 10R0402, which requested that we audit the court.  The 
resolution also requested other information, which we have audited previously (e.g. revenue 
collection and processing) or exceeded the capacity of our current resources. 
 
The judicial agencies cited The Judicial Workload Assessment Guide:  A Comprehensive 
Guide to the Judgeship Process for Georgia Superior Courts and “’CourTools’ performance 
measures from the NCSC web site.”  Both of these references are specific to trial courts, 
which differ significantly from municipal courts in types of cases and courtroom procedures.  
While the judicial agencies assert that we ignore such information and lack the specific 
knowledge required by performance audit standards, neither of these allegations is the 
case.  We conducted numerous interviews, reviewed several studies that the court provided 
and that we identified in our own research, and made changes to the draft in light of 
additional information.  The specific documents the judicial agencies cite in their response 
provide no evidence to refute our audit conclusions.  The letter from the National Center for 
State Court specifically states, “We do not comment on auditor’s reports that are conducted 
according to the disciplines and methods of the auditing profession.”  The letter from the 
Georgia Public Defender Standards Council states that “Caseload limitations for city 
ordinance violations have not been established” and does not address traffic cases. 
 
The judicial agencies’ comments include other claims that are contradicted by 
the facts. 
 
The comments assert that the City Council funded an expansion to nine courtrooms in part 
to fulfill the court’s promise to the Atlanta Fire-Rescue Department to permanently reduce 
courtroom overcrowding.  The evidence suggests otherwise. We note that the budget 
request and increase occurred several months before the overcrowding citation and 
correspondence provided to us.  We continue to conclude that staggering morning court 
sessions and holding sessions on Fridays are more cost-effective ways of reducing 
overcrowding.   
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The comments include references to “increasing caseloads” for the judicial agencies, an 
assertion that is refuted by the workload analysis in the audit report and by the continuing 
trend after the audit period.  We note in the report that judicial workload was flat 
throughout the audit period (fiscal year 2008-2010), but that the average number of cases 
scheduled per day increased about 25% from January to June 2010 - from 1,040 cases to 
1,304 - adding about 19 cases per docket.  A subsequent review of workload in the first six 
months of fiscal year 2011 – July through December 2010 – confirmed that the court’s 
workload has not increased appreciably since the conclusion of our audit (see graph below).  
Thus our measurement of court time for the first six months of 2010 captured the judicial 
agencies’ highest workload and is unlikely to have changed since. 
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