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Judge Herbert Hodos oversees the progress of drug offenders in Greenfield District Court. (THE 
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Crime and Courts 

BOSTON — Walk the streets around Dorchester District Court, in a heavily minority 

neighborhood of Boston, and most faces are black. 

Yet on a recent Thursday afternoon in drug court, Judge Serge Georges dispensed his weekly 

dose of encouragement and gentle criticism to two white men during their regular check-ins. 
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In a state where whites make up just two-thirds of criminal convictions, one pocket of the 

criminal justice system – drug court – is overwhelmingly white. According to the trial court, few 

minorities were enrolled in drug courts in 2015. A sample of drug court participants found that 

87 percent were non-Hispanic white. 

At the recent Dorchester drug court session, Georges asked one man about his recent move to a 

residential treatment program, and told him about a program graduate who turned his life around. 

Georges expressed concern about the other man's practice of doodling tanks, grenades and the 

slogan "police suck" during group therapy sessions. "The power of positive thinking is 

important," Georges told him. He left the men with handshakes and hugs. 

Massachusetts has been steadily expanding the use of drug courts. Today, the state has 22 courts 

where adults convicted of a crime related to their substance abuse enter intensely supervised 

probation and treatment instead of jail. They check in regularly with a judge and work with a 

team that includes a probation officer, a clinician, a defense lawyer, law enforcement and others. 

The trial court is beginning work with a University of Massachusetts research center and the 

state probation department to figure out, as part of an evaluation of specialty courts, why drug 

courts are so heavily white. 

 

 

Hampden County drug court to open in Springfield in 2016 

Massachusetts Trial Court officials say they recognize the need for a specialty drug court in 

Springfield, in the face of lobbying from Springfield area lawmakers and community activists. 

"We know that there's disproportionate representation, but we're frankly not at a point where we 

can indicate what might be causing that," said Ira Packer, director of the Massachusetts Center 

for Excellence for Specialty Courts and a clinical professor of psychiatry at UMass Medical 

School in Worcester. "That's something we're very committed to looking at." 
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The Center for Excellence has a contract to provide technical assistance and research to the trial 

court. Packer said court officials are committed to finding out what is behind the racial disparity 

so they can fix any problems. 

"They are very, very invested in making sure that drug courts are universally accessible to 

everyone in the commonwealth who needs it, regardless of race or ethnicity or anything else," 

Packer said. 

Erika Gully-Santiago, a trial court spokeswoman, cautioned that the 87 percent is based on a 

sample, and the court expects to have more comprehensive data in the future. Court officials 

were unable to provide a court-by-court breakdown by race. 

But the number is disproportionately high, compared to the population and to involvement with 

the criminal justice system. In Massachusetts, 74 percent of the population is non-Hispanic 

white, according to 2014 census data, and minorities are more likely to be arrested and convicted 

of crimes. 

In 2013, 66 percent of criminal convictions in Massachusetts were of white people, according to 

the Council of State Governments Justice Center. Blacks and Hispanics are also incarcerated for 

drug offenses at higher rates than whites, according to MassINC, a think tank that researches 

criminal justice reform. 

Whites do have high rates of drug addiction, which could contribute to the disparity. But that is 

unlikely to fully explain the phenomenon. 

A 2014 study by the Massachusetts Health Policy Forum at Brandeis University found that 

whites made up 81 percent of individuals receiving substance abuse treatment. Whites had 

statistically significant higher usage of cocaine and marijuana than some minority groups. 

Whites comprised 83 percent of Massachusetts' unintentional opioid overdose deaths during the 

first nine months of 2015, although they made up 90 percent of all deaths. 

"Whites are slightly over-represented in substance abuse by race, but only slightly, not by any 

significant degree," said Ben Forman, MassINC's research director. 

Packer said one possible reason for the disparity is drug courts are focusing on issues related to 

opioid addiction, not other drugs. 

"We think it's very likely the case the opiate epidemic is being disproportionately manifested in 

the Caucasian community," Packer said. "It may simply be reflective of the fact that drug courts 

are focusing on opiates." 

Trends of drug court participation are similar nationally. A 2010 study found that blacks and 

Latinos were slightly underrepresented in drug courts, compared to other parts of the criminal 

justice system, and had lower rates of graduation from drug courts. The study left open the 
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question of whether this was due to bias or to factors like the offender's choice of drug or lack of 

family support. 

"Some people might say I'm going to ... take several months in jail to avoid that level of 

scrutiny."  

Another potential factor is where drug courts are located. "They could be located in whiter 

communities, so the people coming through those courts may be 87 percent white," said Mary 

Brolin, a scientist at the Institute for Behavioral Health at Brandeis University, who studies 

substance abuse and the criminal justice system. 

In Western Massachusetts, for example, the only drug courts are in Greenfield and Orange, 

largely white communities in Franklin County. The trial court plans to open a drug court in 

Springfield, which is heavily minority, this year. 

Boston Municipal Court has drug court sessions in four of its eight courthouses. Roxbury 

Municipal Court, which serves a community that is 84 percent black and Latino, does not have 

one. 

"Offender entry into these Massachusetts Trial Court drug courts is voluntary and non-

discriminatory. The demographics of the communities served, and people arrested for drug 

offenses, are usually reflected in our local drug courts," said Northwestern District Attorney 

David Sullivan, whose district includes Franklin County. 

Sullivan said the expansion of drug courts into urban areas, including Springfield, "will give 

people of all races, ethnicities and socioeconomic backgrounds the opportunity to avoid 

incarceration and change their lives." 

The information provided by the trial court said there is no evidence of racial bias in the 

selection of who is accepted or who declines participation in drug courts. But the possibility of 

bias somewhere in the process is something Packer plans to examine. 
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Worcester to open new drug court with goal of getting addicts help rather than sending them to 

jail 

Worcester Central District Court Judge Michael Alard-Madaus will be presiding over a new drug 

court opening in a few weeks. 

"From our perspective, we're just trying to figure out is there any reason to think that there's any 

point in the system when there's a racial disparity of two people, who otherwise should have 

equal access to drug courts, is someone getting more access than someone else because of racial 

issues?" Packer said. 

Packer said one possibility is minorities may be less trusting of the court system. Some offenders 

might not want to subject themselves to weekly monitoring, intensive treatment, and a one- to 

two-year process. 

"Some people might say I'm going to take my chances with the usual process or take several 

months in jail to avoid that level of scrutiny, because I don't trust the system," Packer said. 

Forman said studies have shown that minorities tend to be charged with more serious crimes, so 

their criminal histories are longer and more severe. So minorities may have more charges that 

disqualify them from drug court. 

To qualify for drug court, offenders must be deemed "high risk/high need," which means they are 

likely to reoffend, have a serious substance abuse disorder and responded poorly to standard 

treatment. 

Most people referred to drug courts are not referred for drug offenses, but for other crimes 

related to drug use, such as robbery or assault to feed a drug habit or a third instance of driving 

under the influence. 
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Those convicted of more serious crimes, particularly violent offenses, are unlikely to be eligible. 

Those convicted of less serious crimes, which would not result in jail time, are also unlikely to 

participate. 

Brolin said some defense attorneys do not refer clients to drug court because it requires more 

effort from a client than jail time does. 

"It puts individuals under the microscope," Brolin said. "So if they have a client they think might 

not do well under so much supervision, it's better to serve their time and be done." 

Peter Elikann, a Boston criminal defense lawyer and chairman of the Massachusetts Bar 

Association's criminal justice section, said if the 87 percent figure is true, he considers it "an area 

of very serious concern." 

The state should encourage more people to go through drug courts, Elikann said, because they 

are effective. National statistics show 75 percent of drug court graduates remain arrest-free for 

two years after leaving the program, and drug courts reduce crime by up to 45 percent compared 

to other sentencing options. 

Elikann said the trial court should look at whether drug courts are available in minority areas, 

whether they are being equally recommended by all courts and probation departments and 

whether lawyers and prosecutors statewide are adequately educated about them. 

"You want to encourage more participation in drug court because with a lower recidivism rate, 

the public safety of law-abiding citizens is better protected," Elikann said. 
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maybe/maybenot 20 hours ago 

So... 

- "In a state where whites make up just two-thirds of criminal convictions" (66%) 

- "In Massachusetts, 74 percent of the population is non-Hispanic white' 

- "A 2014 study by the Massachusetts Health Policy Forum at Brandeis University found that 

whites made up 81 percent of individuals receiving substance abuse treatment" 

- "Whites comprised 83 percent of Massachusetts' unintentional opioid overdose deaths during 

the first nine months of 2015" 

- "In 2013, 66 percent of criminal convictions in Massachusetts were of white people' 

 

 

With this data is surprises people that whites are in drug courts MORE than non-whites? Huh? It 

just seems to make sense. 

 

The when you add in: 

 

"Forman said studies have shown that minorities tend to be charged with more serious crimes, so 

their criminal histories are longer and more severe. So minorities may have more charges that 

disqualify them from drug court." 

 

You begin to understand....whites get arrested more for drug issues and minorities often have 

charges that disqualify them from drug court. 
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Whats news about this?  Oh I know....probably the $50k my tax dollars paid for a study into the 

obvious. 
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ishkibibble 21 hours ago 

If drug courts are only available in community's where whites are the majority the math makes 

sense.  Just like blacks get more speeding tickets in a community where blacks are the majority. 

I've never heard of a drug court and don't get why all communities don't have them. 
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Babogirl 22 hours ago 

Could have been enlightening to us who did not know about drug court. Instead throw in the race 

card and we lose interest again... 
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Ytry2 21 hours ago 

@Babogirl Only the racists with blind folders on would . 
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Thor 21 hours ago 

Agreed. It is imperative, however, that these courts remain visble and viable. They are 

addressing a problem of epidemic proportions and appear to be having successes. Someone, 

somewhere is calling it biased and nothing can end a program quicker than having it considered 

"white". 
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Leaderofthe53Percent 22 hours ago 

Can all stories be setup like this one - - - ".. . as a race baiting example of "journalism" . . . . . 
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Thor 22 hours ago 

Drug courts are serving society. To continue their mission and to continue to improve their 

success rates they need to remain open and to all races. I am not saying they are not but we all 

know that anything that is seen as favoring "whites" will be consideted racist. 

Perhaps it would be helpful to elaborate on this article and detail entrance requirements. 

Interview defense attorneys who are not suggesting this program to their clients and ask them to 

explain. 
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This program is in it's infancy yet has promise. Making it a racial issue is not acceptable. 
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Ytry2 21 hours ago 

@Thor Location, location, location !!! 
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Thor 21 hours ago 

Can't argue with that. In the meantime addicts need to be willing to travel out of their comfort 

zones if they are serious about getting the help they need. 
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