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MESSAGE FROM THE CHIEF JUSTICE 

It is an honor to report on the state of the judiciary in our great state. I would first like to 
acknowledge my immediate predecessors, retired Chief Justices Gerald F. Schroeder and Linda 
Copple Trout. During their careers they both made significant contributions to the judiciary and 
to our state. 

I have been a judge for over twenty-one years, serving as a magistrate judge in Owyhee County, 
as a district judge and administrative district judge in the Fourth Judicial District, and now as a 
justice on the Supreme Court. The current state of the judiciary can best be understood by 
reviewing some of the changes that I have observed during the last 20 years. 

Idaho’s population has grown almost 60%. A population growth typically causes an increase in 
court filings, and that has happened in Idaho. Case filings have increased over 40%, so that 
during 2007 almost one-half million cases were filed in Idaho’s state courts. 

During the last 20 years, the caseloads of District Judges has increased by 57%. The largest 
increase has been in felony drug cases, which have increased almost 700%. 

Idaho’s judges are carrying much heavier caseloads than they did twenty years ago. Even with 
heavier caseloads, they are disposing of cases in a timely manner, often being required to work 
evenings and weekends. The cases in our trial courts have median ages that are less than half of 
the time standards we have adopted. 

We continue to place great emphasis on our very successful drug and mental health courts. To 
preside over these courts, judges must take specialized training, learn new skills, and devote 
additional hours to their jobs. With offenders returning to court regularly to receive rewards for 
doing well and consequences when struggling, the judges spend more time with each offender 
than the traditional manner of handling such cases.  That investment in the lives of addicts and 
the mentally ill by trial judges is paying priceless dividends to our State. 

The Ada County Drug Court is our state’s largest drug court, with 483 graduates. I had the 
opportunity to help create that court and presided over it for two years. The typical graduate had 
been using drugs for almost 17 years, with the overwhelming majority of them addicted to 
methamphetamine. When they entered drug court, on average they were using over $3,600 in 
drugs per person per month. Since only 41% were employed, they were not buying drugs with 
their paychecks. 

It takes the average graduate almost 17 months to complete the drug court program. While they 
were in drug court, the graduates stopped using drugs and obtained jobs. 97% were employed 
when they graduated.  On average, the graduates’ annual incomes increased almost $14,000 
during the time they were in drug court. 



Statistics cannot reflect, however, the impacts on addicts' lives.  I have been to many drug court 
graduations, and the most common statement by the graduates is, “Drug court saved my life.” As 
they stopped using drugs, we have also seen familial relationships restored. Family members 
who have not spoken to each other for years began rebuilding their relationships. 

The success of Idaho’s drug and mental health courts and other innovations such as Family Court 
Services and Court Assistance Offices would not have been possible without the cooperation of 
all three branches of government. Idaho’s trial judges have demonstrated their commitment to 
expand these vital services. 

Last February, the Supreme Court appointed a task force to make recommendations ranging from 
the future structure and operation of the Court Appeals staffing, technology, and facility needs. 
Based upon the task force's recommendations, we ask this legislature to add one more judge to 
the Court of Appeals as the next step in ensuring that it can continue to fulfill its critical role in 
the judiciary. Our proposal is to move the Court Appeals to the Supreme Court building and to 
relocate the law library to a suitable location. 

In spite of increasing caseloads, Idaho’s judges are fulfilling their Constitutional mandate to 
serve the citizens of our state and to address some of the most difficult social issues facing our 
state.  We are very fortunate in Idaho to have an outstanding working relationship among the 
three branches of state government.  On behalf of Idaho’s judges, I thank you for your support of 
the judiciary. 

 


