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When the power of addiction sparks crimes of desperation, specialty court may be an option for 

addicts who find themselves on the wrong side of the law. 

“When someone is addicted the only thing important in their life is where they’re getting their 

next fix, so they do things they otherwise would not do,” Judge Mary Hogan Sullivan said. “Many 

of the courts involve people who have substance abuse issues and have done exactly that. They 

maybe started stealing from their families, then moved on to the neighborhood.” 

Sullivan, a Dedham District Court judge, is the director of specialty courts in Massachusetts, 

overseeing programs such as drug court. She admits the program isn’t for everyone and is just 

one part of addressing the ongoing opioid addiction crisis. 

Drug court is intended to target substance abuse issues that may be the underlying causes of 

criminal behavior in some defendants. The program includes intense probation, mandatory 

treatment and regular drug testing, with a judge monitoring all progress. Treatment 

coordinators and probation officers provide clinical assessments, track treatment placements 

and identify other services a defendant may need. 

The program, which is meant to provide an alternative to incarceration, began in Florida in the 

early 1990s and expanded nationally. Massachusetts launched its drug court in 1995. 

“The concern there was the revolving door of people being charged with a crime, they’re put on 

probation, they pick up a new crime, they go to jail, they get out of jail, then they pick up a new 

crime — all because we weren’t doing anything to address the substance abuse,” Sullivan said. 

From Jan. 1, 2013 to Feb. 28 of this year, 1,328 defendants appeared in the 17 drug courts 

throughout Massachusetts. 
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State Sen. Jennifer Flanagan, D-Leominster, chair of the Senate Committee on Mental Health 

and Substance Abuse, said she views drug court as an effective program that connects 

defendants with vital services while holding them accountable. 

“I love drug court,” she said. “I think it’s harder for the defendants than conventional court.” 

Drug courts that receive federal grant funding cannot take defendants charged with violent 

offenses. 

“Most drug courts in Massachusetts don’t have that kind of grant funding, so there’s not a 

blanket prohibition on nonviolent offenders,” Sullivan said. 

People charged with offenses such as assault and battery may be accepted into drug court, but 

more serious offenders are typically left in the standard criminal court system. 

Drug court is generally intended for defendants with a high need for services who are deemed a 

high risk to re-offend. Drug court defendants are usually addicts who’ve cycled through the 

court system multiple times. 
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comes back when they get out of jail,” Sullivan said. 

Drug court probation typically lasts for a year to 18 months. 

A pilot program in Dudleytargets offenders between the ages of 18 and 25 who are deemed 

“high-need” and “low-risk.” 

Nationally, 75 percent of drug court graduates remain arrest-free for at least two years after 

completing probation, according to information provided by the Massachusetts Trial Court. 

Some analyses conclude drug courts reduce crime 45 percent more than other sentencing 

options. 

The Trial Court is working with UMass Medical School’s Center of Excellence to develop an 

evaluation plan and improve its statewide data collection. 

“What you definitely have seen in other states with nonviolent offenders is when they’re 

treated with appropriate services, the person gets better and is less likely to re-offend,” said 

DPH senior policy advisor Hillary Jacobs. “In many cases, addiction is the root cause of criminal 

activity.” 
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