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Summary 

Based on efforts of the Central Cities Neighborhood Partnership (CCNP) in Minneapolis, this 

report documents the resources related to the prosecution of lower-level misdemeanor offenses in 

Hennepin County, and specifically related to the downtown Minneapolis area.  

Three main questions form the basis for this project: 

• How are resources for handling livability crimes distributed across municipalities within 
Hennepin County and other counties in the Twin Cities Metro Area? 

 
• Is there a difference in how resources are distributed between suburban and urban 

municipalities? 
 

• How do the allocated resources meet the current level of need in different municipalities 
in Hennepin County? 

Based on information collected from local cities and the Hennepin County District Court there 

do not appear to be differences in the allocation of resources for handling livability crimes across 

Hennepin county or in the local municipalities studies in this report. The number of cases per 

attorney by jurisdiction is relatively similar and the assignment of judges appears to be according 

to standard procedures.  

The results do indicate there are differences between the Division Courts in how misdemeanor 

cases are disposed or resolved. In 2001, 39 percent of livability cases in Division I (Downtown 

Division) were dismissed compared to just under 10 percent in the other Divisions. Also, fewer 

Division I livability cases pled or were found guilty (37%) compared to the suburban Divisions 

(more than 70% in Divisions II and III).  

Other issues that may affect the prosecution of misdemeanor cases include technology 

differences between agencies, issues surrounding city ordinance violations and individual rights, 

and broader social issues such as homelessness and mental illness that extend beyond addressing 

the immediate offense.  

Areas for further study and consideration related to these issues include more information 

regarding the differences in case dispositions between Divisions, more exploration into the 

difficulty of proving city ordinance violations, and continued efforts regarding research into 

technology gaps and issues.
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Introduction and background of project 
 
“Samuel spends his days consuming cans of beer – he’s usually carrying around a six-pack or 

twelve-pack – while walking the streets or hanging out in our park or community gardens, often 

verbally harassing or threatening residents who object to his drunken behavior. His 

irresponsible actions have twice disrupted community events. 

Samuel gives various addresses in our neighborhood to police and the Court but appears in 

reality to be homeless. He’s been trespassed from several apartment buildings in the 

neighborhood this summer following confrontations with residents. He was most recently 

trespassed from the Community Gardens, where volunteers found him at various times drinking 

beer, behaving in a disorderly and threatening manner, or passed out. 

Samuel is known to be a thief who especially targets merchants downtown…[and] has been the 

subject of many 911 calls and is well-know to police who serve our neighborhood…I ask that the 

Court take Samuel’s behavior into account when deciding on conditions, sanctions, or 

sentencing. Samuel’s ongoing actions have taken a significant toll on our community and have 

consumed a large amount of public safety and criminal justice resources.”1 

Samuel is known by this local neighborhood and by law enforcement officials as a chronic or 

repeat offender: an individual who is arrested or picked up multiple times for similar low-level 

offenses. Sometimes these offenders are charged for a violation and are off the street for a few 

days, but often they are released back into community and onto the street where they re-offend.  

In addition, while one case is pending, more offenses are often committed. From the 

community’s perspective, these ‘frequent flyers’ get free crimes. There is little, if any, 

repercussion for the original violation and while that case is being resolved they are back on the 

street re-offending. 
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Since 2000, organizers and volunteers from the Minneapolis neighborhoods of Loring Park, 

Stevens Square, Elliot Park, and Whittier along with the Central Cities Neighborhood 

Partnership (CCNP) Restorative Justice program have been working together to address crime 

and safety issues directly affecting the area’s livability. CCNP is a partnership of seven 

neighborhoods located near and including the core of downtown Minneapolis. The 

neighborhoods include Loring Park, Stevens Square, Elliot Park, Whittier, North Loop, 

Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association (DMNA), and West Bank. 

Despite an overall reduction in more serious offenses (Part I crimes) across Minneapolis, 

neighborhoods near the downtown core still feel the impact of street-level crime. As high-density 

urban neighborhoods, these neighborhoods are greatly affected by ‘livability’ crime including 

harassment, loitering, public drinking, prostitution, and drug dealing.  

Over the course of CCNP’s efforts, it has become clear that one of the critical components to 

addressing crime is the effective prosecution of offenses. In 2002, CCNP received a grant from 

Neighborhood Planning for Community Revitalization (NPCR), for a graduate research assistant 

to research the resources related to the prosecution of livability offenses in Minneapolis and 

Hennepin county, which is the focus of this report. NPCR is administered by the Center for 

Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota, and serves to build partnerships 

between community-based organizations and local colleges and universities around 

neighborhood revitalization activities.   

 

                                                                                                                                                             
1 This excerpt was taken from a Community Impact Statement used by a local neighborhood organization in a recent 
court hearing in Hennepin County District Court – Division I. The individual’s name has been changed and some 
text excluded to protect the identity of this individual. 
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Purpose of research 

The purpose of this research project is to identify and document the resources currently used in 

the prosecution of criminal offenses, particularly lower level (misdemeanor) offenses, in 

Hennepin County and primarily related to the downtown Minneapolis area. Three main questions 

form the basis for this project: 

• How are resources for handling livability crimes distributed across municipalities within 
Hennepin County and other counties in the Twin Cities Metro Area? 

 
• Is there a difference in how resources are distributed between suburban and urban 

municipalities? 
 

• How do the allocated resources meet the current level of need in different municipalities 
in Hennepin County? 

 

The information documented in this report is intended to serve as a baseline of information that 

will be updated and built upon as systems develop and change. This information may also 

provide ideas for additional research or study that will assist local neighborhood groups in their 

efforts to more effectively address livability offenses and issues.  

Research methods and sources of information 

In order to inform answers to the questions identified above, data was collected for Hennepin and 

Ramsey counties, and where applicable for five local cities: Minneapolis, St. Paul, Brooklyn 

Center, Bloomington, and St. Louis Park: 

• Prosecuting attorneys by jurisdiction including the total budget, the total number of staff, 
the number of staff dedicated to misdemeanor offenses 

• Judges by jurisdiction including the total budget, the total number judges, the number of 
judges dedicated to misdemeanor offenses 

• Total number of cases handled in each jurisdiction 
• Total number of misdemeanors cases handled in each jurisdiction 

 
In addition, examples of cases or approaches are provided for some jurisdictions to demonstrate 

the existing process for addressing misdemeanor crimes in different metro-area jurisdictions. 
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The data and case examples were collected from a variety of sources, including telephone and in-

person interviews, other agency reports, and information collected online from the internet at 

specific agency websites. Interviews were conducted with people who work in the Hennepin and 

Ramsey County criminal justice systems, and are noted throughout the report. 

In addition, a data file was purchased from Hennepin County District Court that provided 

information about 2001 misdemeanor cases. This information was used to analyze the number 

and types of misdemeanor cases handled in 2001, and to inform how these cases were resolved 

or disposed. 



Prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 6 January 2003 

Description of court system 

Hennepin County District Court 

Minnesota has ten judicial districts, with district boundaries based on county lines. District courts 

in Minnesota have original jurisdiction in all civil and criminal cases, which means that all case 

types begin in the district courts. Hennepin and Ramsey counties each comprise their own 

judicial districts. Hennepin county is the fourth judicial district.2 

The Fourth Judicial District Court (Hennepin County) is divided into four divisions – the 

downtown division (Division I), which serves Minneapolis and St. Anthony, and three suburban 

divisions, which provides court services at three satellite locations: Division II – Brookdale; 

Division III – Ridgedale; and Division IV – Southdale. (source: 1999 Henn cty annual report, 

pp18-21.) Each city in Hennepin county is assigned to one of the four divisions. 

All felony charges for Hennepin County are heard in the Hennepin County Government Center, 

located in Minneapolis (Division I). Non-felony hearing locations are determined by the city 

where the offense occurred and are heard in one of the four division courts, depending on the city 

and associated division.3 (Henn County website: courts – 12/18/02)  

 

Categories of criminal offenses 

Criminal offenses are divided into two categories, felonies and misdemeanors (non-felonies). 

Felonies are more serious offenses and include crimes such as homicide, rape, and aggravated 

assault. Misdemeanor offenses are less serious offense and include crimes such as disorderly 

conduct, vagrancy, and loitering. Misdemeanors are divided into three categories: gross 

misdemeanor, misdemeanor, and petty misdemeanor. 

                                                 
2 Program Evaluation Report: District courts. (2001). Office of the Legislative Auditor, State of Minnesota. 
3 Hennepin County website http://www.co.hennepin.mn.us/courts/Criminal/crcommunities.htm Verified 12/18/02 
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In Minnesota, misdemeanor criminal offenses are prosecuted by the city in which the offense 

occurs. A city generally either hires and retains its own staff, such as the City Attorney’s office, 

or depending on the size of the city may contract out with a private law firm to prosecute its 

cases. A few cities in Minnesota also prosecute misdemeanors through their county attorney. 

Felony level offenses and some gross misdemeanors are prosecuted by the county attorney’s 

office of the county in which the crime occurred.  
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Resources related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 

As mentioned above, the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses is primarily handled by the city in 

which the offense occurred, usually the City Attorney’s office or a private law firm contracted by 

the city. For this report, information related to prosecuting attorneys is only provided for the 

cities cited in this report. Information for attorneys at the county level was not analyzed since the 

County Attorney’s office generally prosecutes only felony level offenses.  

Prosecuting attorneys 

Minneapolis 

The Minneapolis City Attorney’s office prosecutes misdemeanor level offenses for Division I. 

The Minneapolis City Attorney’s office is divided into two main divisions – the criminal and 

civil divisions. Based on figures from the 2001 final approved budget for the City of 

Minneapolis, the City Attorney’s office had a total budget of $9,050,704 and employed 113.5 

full-time equivalent positions (FTE’s). The criminal division had total approved expenditures of 

$4,939,112 and the equivalent of 65.8 FTE’s.   

The criminal division has about 32 attorneys (32.5 FTE’s) and is divided into five teams: two 

trial teams, a pre-arraignment team, the domestic abuse team, and the special prosecution team. 

The Special Prosecution team, which is comprised of two attorneys and one paralegal, targets the 

prosecution of defendants with a chronic history of misdemeanor offenses. 

St. Paul 

The St. Paul City Attorney’s office prosecutes misdemeanor level offenses for the city of St. Paul 

in Ramsey County. Ramsey county comprises the Second Judicial District Court in Minnesota. 

Like Minneapolis, the St. Paul City Attorney’s office is divided into divisions, one of which is 

the criminal division. The Criminal Division has seven units: the Regular Unit, the Trial Unit, the 

Domestic Unit, Community Prosecution, Housing Court, Force Unit, and Community Court. 

There are 20 attorneys in the Criminal Division. 
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Table 1 below provides information related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses for 

Minneapolis and St. Paul and three other cities in Hennepin County: Brooklyn Center, St. Louis 

Park, and Bloomington. 

 

1. Information related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 

Hennepin County 
Ramsey 
County 

City Attorney’s office 
Minneapolis 

Brooklyn 
Center St. Louis Park Bloomington St. Paul 

Prosecuting attorneys 
(criminal cases) 32.5

 
1 4 20

2001 Budget $9,050,704 $240,000*  $325,000*  $649,289 $5,008,495
2001 Budget dedicated 
to criminal cases $4,939,112 $185,472**  $146,152 N/A *** 
Total staff 113.5  N/A  N/A 11.5 70
Staff dedicated to 
criminal cases (includes 
attorneys) 65.8  N/A 2 6.5 *** 
Staff dedicated to 
‘livability’ crimes 3  N/A N/A N/A 3
Criminal misdemeanor 
cases (2001) 45,000 2,422 1,584 5,454 ***
Cases per attorney 
(2001) 1,406 N/A 1,584 1,364 ***
* Reflects budget dedicated to all legal activities. 
** Reflects total legal expenses in 2001. Expenses according to activitiy (criminal, civil, etc.) are not available. 
*** Information for St. Paul was not available at the time this report was printed, but was pending from the City 
Attorney’s office. 
 

District Court: allocation of judges 

Hennepin County (District 4) has a total of 61 judges to hear cases at each of the four divisions. 

Judges are assigned to calendars and hear cases of all types including civil, juvenile, family, and 

criminal cases. The majority of cases are heard in the Hennepin County Government Center 

(Division I), and as shown in Table 2 below, the majority of judges are assigned to this division. 

Note that the number of judges for Division I includes judges that are on vacation, on leave, or 

otherwise not assigned to a calendar. In 2001, the budget for criminal court (felony and 

misdemeanor cases) was $4,440,157. 
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Most judges are assigned to court calendars on a rotating basis, which means a judge hears cases 

on a particular calendar for a specified amount of time and then rotates to another court calendar. 

There are some exceptions to this process, and in Hennepin County one example is the 

Community Impact Calendar, which runs every morning and hears out-of-custody misdemeanor 

(OCM) cases. One judge, H. Richard Hopper, is assigned to this calendar.  

In Ramsey County (District 2), there are a total of 26 judges to hear cases in the county court 

system. According to the standard operating procedure, judges in District 2 are assigned to 

calendars on a rotating basis. Conversations with staff from the St. Paul City Attorney’s office 

indicate that there are no specific judges assigned to calendars that hear misdemeanor cases.  

 

2. Judges and resources according to judicial district 

Hennepin County 
District 4 

Ramsey  County 
District 2 

 
Division I 

(Downtown) 
Division II 

(Brookdale) 
Division III 

(Ridgedale)
Division IV 
(Southdale)

Total 
Hennepin 

County 

Maple-
wood 
Court 

Total 
Ramsey 
County 

Number of 
judges 56 2 1 2 61 N/A 26
2001 budget 
(criminal court 
only) N/A  N/A N/A N/A $4,440,157 N/A $4,356,825
Judges 
dedicated to 
misdemeanors 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Sources: Hennepin County District Court; Ramsey County District Court, 2002. 

2001 Criminal Cases 

In 2001 the total number of criminal cases (felony and misdemeanor) heard in Hennepin County 

was 76,681. Of the total criminal cases 92 percent (70,723) were misdemeanor cases. For 

Division I, there were just over 41,000 criminal cases heard in 2001, of these 86 percent (35,272) 

were misdemeanors. Off all the misdemeanor cases heard in Hennepin County, one-half (50%) 

were heard in Division I (Table 3). 
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It should be noted that for the case numbers mentioned above and in the following tables, cases 

are based on filing data, which identifies the most serious charge in a case. For instance, there 

may be multiple charges in a case, such as a gross misdemeanor and a misdemeanor. For these 

data only the most serious charge in a case is counted and reported. Also, charges are sometimes 

dropped in a case. In those instances, only the remaining charge is tracked in the case, or if 

multiple charges remain, again only the most serious charge is counted. 

 

3.  2001 total criminal cases by county and court division 

Hennepin County 

2001 criminal 
cases 

Division I 
(Downtown) 

Division II 
(Brookdale) 

Division III 
(Ridgedale) 

Division IV 
(Southdale) 

Total 
Hennepin 

County 
Total criminal 
cases (2001) 41,230 11,521 10,191 13,728 76,681
Total felony 
cases (2001) 5,958 - - - 5,958
Total 
misdemeanor 
cases (2001) 35,272 11,521 10,191 13,728 70,723
Source: Hennepin County District Court, December 2002.  
 

Disposition of misdemeanor court cases (Hennepin County) 

Using information provided by Hennepin County District Court, analysis was conducted to look 

at the outcome of misdemeanor cases in 2001, or how those cases were “disposed”. It should be 

noted that the data analysis conducted to provide information for this section was based on a data 

set provided by Hennepin County District Court regarding 2001 misdemeanor cases. The 

analysis and information provided below was not conducted by the District Court.  

 

The categories used to indicate the disposition of a case are: pled/found guilty, continued for 

dismissal, diversion, acquittal, dismissal, and warrant/pending.  
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Tables 4 and 5 show the types of cases and the dispositions for 2001 misdemeanor cases in 

Hennepin County. Livability offenses include the offense categories of community violations, 

conduct violations, drugs/alcohol, and sex crimes. The most frequent offenses heard in 2001 

were traffic related offenses (61%) and livability offenses (24%). Assault and theft represented 

10 percent of the cases (five percent each). 

4.  2001 misdemeanor cases by case type (Hennepin County) 

Offense type 
Number 

(N=70,723) Percent 
Traffic 43,252 61% 
Livability 16,692 24% 
Assault 3,489 5% 
Theft 3,449 5% 
Other/miscellaneous 2,935 4% 
Property (damage/burglary) 571 1% 
Missing offense type 335 Less than 1 percent 

Regarding the disposition of these cases, forty-four percent of the cases pled or were found 

guilty, 25 percent were continued for dismissal, 21 percent were dismissed, and 10 percent were 

pending or had a warrant issued for arrest. Less than one percent of all cases were acquitted, 

missing a disposition type, or were diverted. 

5.  Dispositions of misdemeanor cases (Hennepin County 2001) 

Case disposition 
Number 

(N=70,723) Percent 
Pled/found guilty 30,755 44% 
Continued for dismissal 17,858 25% 
Dismissal 14,774 21% 
Warrant/Pending 7,121 10% 
Acquittal 148 Less than 1 percent 
Missing disposition 66 Less than 1 percent 
Diversion 1 Less than 1 percent 

Table 6 shows the types of offenses and how those cases were disposed. Forty-seven percent of 

livability offenses pled or were found guilty in 2001, and 29 percent were dismissed. Regarding 
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misdemeanor property offenses, 34 percent pled or were found guilty and 37 percent were 

dismissed. 

6. Dispositions of 2001 misdemeanor cases by type of offense (Hennepin County) 

Disposition of misdemeanor cases 

Offense type 
pled/found 

guilty 
continued for 

dismissal dismissed 
Livability (N=16,659) 47% 10% 29% 
Traffic (N=43,241) 42% 34% 16% 
Property (N=569) 34% 10% 37% 
Theft (N=3,445) 43% 19% 14% 

 

In order to provide more information regarding how resources are distributed across Hennepin 

county and to identify any differences between jurisdictions, analysis was conducted to inform 

the disposition rates of the different types of offenses (livability, property, theft) according to 

court division (Tables 7 - 9). 

In all three categories, Division I had the lowest percent of cases that pled or were found guilty, 

and the highest amount of cases that were dismissed. Regarding livability offenses, 37 percent of 

cases in Division I were disposed as guilty compared to Divisions II, III, and IV (71%, 72%, and 

64% respectively). Also, 39 percent of these cases in Division I were dismissed compared to 

eight percent each in Divisions II and III, and nine percent in Division IV. 

 

7. Dispositions of 2001 livability cases by court division 

Disposition of livability cases 
Hennepin county court 
division 

pled/found 
guilty 

continued for 
dismissal dismissed 

All divisions (N=16,659) 47% 10% 29% 
Division I (N=11,257) 37% 10% 39% 
Division II (N=2,004) 71% 9% 8% 
Division III (N=1,453) 72% 7% 8% 
Division IV (N=1,941) 64% 11% 9% 
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8. Dispositions of 2001 property cases by court division 

Disposition of property cases 
Hennepin county court 
division 

pled/found 
guilty 

continued for 
dismissal dismissed 

All divisions (N=569) 34% 10% 37% 
Division I (N=396) 25% 10% 46% 
Division II (N=72) 56% 8% 19% 
Division III (N=46) 74% 2% 9% 
Division IV (N=53) 34% 26% 11% 

 
 
 

9. Dispositions of 2001 theft cases by court division 

Disposition of theft cases 
Hennepin county court 
division 

pled/found 
guilty 

continued for 
dismissal dismissed 

All divisions (N=3,445) 43% 19% 14% 
Division I (N=836) 31% 10% 32% 
Division II (N=900) 56% 16% 8% 
Division III (N=540) 59% 11% 9% 
Division IV (N=1,169) 35% 32% 8% 

 
 

Across all divisions for all cases in Hennepin County, the primary reasons for case dismissal 

were on the motion of the prosecutor (93%) followed by dismissed with no other reason cited 

(6%). It is likely that the cases that were without a reason provided were dismissed based on the 

judge’s decision rather than by motion of the prosecutor. A higher percent of cases in Division I 

are dismissed by the prosecutor (95%) compared to the three suburban divisions (79%, 83%, and 

80% respectively). In the suburban divisions more than 10 percent of cases were dismissed with 

no other reason cited (Table 10) compared to five percent in Division I.  
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10. Dismissed 2001 livability cases by reason for dismissal 

Dismissed livability cases 
Reason for 
dismissal 

All divisions 
(N=4,829) 

Division I 
(N=4,382) 

Division II 
(N=157) 

Division III 
(N=118) 

Division IV 
(N=172) 

Dismissed on motion 
of prosecutor 93% 95% 79% 83% 80% 
Dismissed (no 
reason) 6% 5% 15% 13% 19% 
Dismissed without 
prejudice 1% - 5% 3% 1% 

Note: Remaining reasons for dismissal include adjudication withheld, dismissed under 20.01 filing, 
dismissed with prejudice, and merged under 609.035. 
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Other issues, barriers, and findings related to prosecuting misdemeanors  
 

This section documents other insights and findings regarding the current approach to the 

prosecution of misdemeanor offenses in Hennepin County, and particularly to Division I. 

Potential issues and barriers are also noted. These insights and findings are the result of 

numerous conversations with individuals involved in the criminal and judicial systems and who 

are familiar with the current processes. These conversations took place in person and over the 

telephone and include judges, attorneys (prosecuting attorneys and public defenders), police 

officers and staff, community representatives, and others. 

 
Technology and gaps in tracking violations 
 

Technology issues are a common concern among many stakeholders in the criminal and judicial 

systems in Hennepin County. The most frequently mentioned issue is that each agency – such as 

the court system, the Minneapolis police department, and the Violations Bureau – has its own 

database system to track cases and offenders, but none of these systems are linked or can ‘talk to 

each other’.  

For example, the Minneapolis Police Department’s database system used to track criminal and 

arrest information is the Computer Assisted Police Reporting System (CAPRS).4 This system 

tracks incident, offense, and arrest report data, including traffic violations and criminal citations.  

The Hennepin County District Court’s database is the Subject in Process (SIP) information 

system. Cases that are tracked in SIP include those cases that have been heard in court, for 

instance, an individual who is arrested, booked, held overnight, and appears in court the next 

morning.  

                                                 
4 Minneapolis Police Department website: http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/citywork/police/about/systems-
dev/systems-history.html  Verified January 6, 2003. 



Prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 17 January 2003 

In addition some violations, such as disputed parking tickets or a citation for drinking in public, 

can be heard and resolved through Hearing Officers in the Violations Bureau without the 

offender having to make an appearance in court.5 Cases that are disposed by a Hearing Officer 

are not entered into SIP unless the defendant reopens the case at a later date to dispute the 

decision or if the outcome is court ordered or requested.6 A judge or prosecutor using case 

information from SIP would not see previous misdemeanor violations handled by a hearing 

officer, nor would the judge or prosecutor be aware of arrest history or information from 

CAPRS, the police department’s database. 

The differences in databases and information between these agencies leads to a second concern 

about gaps in information for cases that are heard in court. The concern regarding these 

inconsistencies is that the judges and prosecutors may not have complete information, such as 

criminal history, when cases appear in court and, therefore, may not be able to effectively 

prosecute misdemeanor offenses. 

This report is not intended to focus on the technological issues, but the concerns related to 

technology are mentioned here as technology is seen as one of the barriers to effective 

prosecution of livability offenses in Minneapolis. Currently, there are other efforts underway to 

identify the issues and possible solutions related to technological gaps, and this area may be a 

topic for future research.  

 
City ordinances and individual rights 

According to neighborhood representatives and groups, two of the most frequent activities that 

negatively affect the livability of local neighborhoods are activities related to the sale of drugs 

                                                 
5 Eckberg, D. (2000). Misdemeanor Arraignment Calendars: Summary Report. Hennepin county District Court 
Research Department.  
Email conversation with Elisabeth Steinbring, District Court Hearing/Fine Management Office, indicated that 
hearing officers handle parking, and payable traffic and non-traffic criminal matters. January 2, 2003. 

 
6 Interview with Elisabeth Steinbring, January 2003 
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and prostitution. Common charges related to these activities are Loitering with the intent to sell 

drugs and Loitering with the intent to commit prostitution. Conversations with the City 

Attorney’s offices in both Minneapolis and St. Paul indicated that these charges are often very 

difficult to prosecute because, as is consistent with our judicial system, they must be proved 

beyond a reasonable doubt.7 If an attorney does not feel there is adequate information to prove 

the case, such as not enough information from the police report or inadequate identification of 

the offender or witnesses, it is likely that the case will be dropped or dismissed.  

This issue was also reported in conversations with Chief Judge Kevin Burke and Judge H. 

Richard Hopper, Hennepin County District Court.8 Related to the need to prove guilt beyond a 

reasonable doubt is another principle of our judicial system that individuals are innocent until 

proven guilty – an arrest does not automatically equal guilt. Also related to arrest information are 

the concerns about racial bias and racial profiling, which raises the concerns that persons of color 

are arrested more frequently than are white individuals. From the judges’ and prosecutors’ 

perspective, arrest information is controversial because of these concerns and cannot be used to 

prove guilt.  

 

Mental health, homelessness, and other issues 

Conversations with attorneys from the Hennepin County Public Defenders office indicated 

similar concerns related to city ordinance charges. These ordinances are viewed as 

constitutionally vague and very broad, which can be an infringement on an individual’s rights. 

Another issue with these charges is that they do not address the larger problems that these crimes 

reflect, such as homelessness or mental health issues.9 For example, most homeless shelters do 

not provide shelter during the day. Users of the shelter are sent out during the day and can come 

                                                 
7 Interviews with Dana Banwer, Minneapolis City Attorney’s office, October 18, 2002; and Andy Dawkins, John 
Lesch, and Therese Skarda, St. Paul City Attorney’s office, November 22, 2002 
8 Interview with Chief Judge Burke, October 15, 2002. Interview with Judge Hopper, October 31, 2002 
9 Interview with Elizabeth Hughes, Hennepin County Public Defender, December 12, 2002 
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back in the evening, but in the meantime these persons have nowhere to go, which can lead to 

issues with loitering, public consumption, and more.  

Mental health issues are another issue related to repeat or chronic offenders. The impact of 

mental health related to repeat offenders was mentioned both by the public defender’s office and 

in a conversation with Judge H. Richard Hopper, who hears most misdemeanor court cases in 

Division I. From these perspectives, when looking at a person with 10 to 15 misdemeanor 

charges, mental health issues have got to be considered. Sending a person suffering from mental 

illness to jail or issuing a fine is not going to change their behavior or make the problem of 

livability crimes go away. In the opinion of the public defenders, our system needs to focus on 

addressing the larger problems, such as homelessness and mental illness, instead of trying to 

criminalize every activity in order to make these problems go away.  

From the bench’s perspective, both Chief Judge Burke and Judge Hopper support the need for 

more social service related programs to more effectively address the needs related to repeat 

offenders. These efforts include and go beyond the issues of mental health. Judge Burke 

suggested the need to address the bridge between juvenile and adult offenders, indicating that 

many of these problems begin before individuals are seen in the adult courts. Judge Hopper has 

tried to incorporate a number of approaches in his court to address these needs at a larger level, 

such as focusing on restitution-based sentencing like Sentence to Serve (STS) for property 

offenses. Another approach is to send individuals to the workhouse in Plymouth, which puts 

offenders in a different geographic environment and removes them from current negative 

activities, such as prostitution or theft related networks and influences. In addition, offenders 

receive greater support services through a probation officer, which may provide support in 

addressing the greater problems as mentioned above, such as homelessness or mental illness. 
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District Court resources and other current efforts  

Through the course of this research effort, a number of other resources and efforts emerged that 

provide further insight into current practices related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 

in Hennepin County and compared to other areas. There are likely other efforts and activities 

currently underway that are not mentioned in this report, but the resources and efforts described 

below indicate there is an interest in and activities underway to improve the system where 

possible. 

SIP information system and research staff  

Conversations with Deborah Eckberg, a Principal Research Analyst with Hennepin County 

District Court, and Deb Dailey with the State Court Administrator’s office revealed that in the 

Twin Cities metropolitan area, Hennepin County is the only court system that has its own 

database system. Most other counties rely on the Total Court Information System (TCIS), the 

current state court system for information, which does not have the capability to perform queries 

to analyze specific sets of information. The Subject in Process (SIP) information system in 

Hennepin County allows the District Court to analyze its records and activities in more detail and 

at levels that are not currently possible in other area district courts. Related to the analysis of 

misdemeanor cases, Hennepin County District Court has a significant resource that is not yet 

available in other district courts.   

Currently, the state court system is developing a piece of the Minnesota Court Information 

System (MNCIS), which will serve as a warehouse of information related to misdemeanor cases. 

When completed the information available through MNCIS will allow more detailed analysis of 

misdemeanors and at smaller geographical levels than the district court. It is estimated that this 

resource will be available in March 2003. 
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In addition to the SIP database, Hennepin county is also only one of two counties nationally and 

the only county in Minnesota that has two PhD level statisticians to analyze its court data. Most 

other counties work with outside organizations to analyze information related to their activities.10 

Evaluation and research efforts of District Court 

In the late 1990’s the National Center for State Courts released two reports regarding the 

operations and caseflow management in District 4 (Hennepin County).11 Based on the findings 

and recommendations from these reports, and in response to the public’s dissatisfaction with the 

handling of misdemeanor cases, changes were implemented 1999 and 2000 to improve 

efficiency and effectiveness in the misdemeanor calendars. Some of the changes that have been 

implemented include a reorganization of misdemeanor arraignment calendars, including the 

implementation of the Community Impact Calendar, which hears out of custody, non-traffic 

cases (largely community offenses) every morning, giving District Court Hearing/Collections 

Officers greater authority to dispose of payable offenses, and shortening the time from 

arraignment to pretrial to reduce the number of issued bench warrants. 

In the summary report released in July 200012, which compares results from January to May 

1999 compared to January to May 2000, the results indicate that the percent of cases disposed 

during those times increased from 62 percent in 1999 to 74 percent in 2000. Also, the percent of 

cases disposed at the first appearance increased from 58 percent in 1999 to 76 percent in 2000, 

and the average number of days between arraignment and disposition decreased from 15 to seven 

days from 1999 to 2000. 

                                                 
10 Interview with Deborah Eckberg, Hennepin County District Court, November 26, 2002 
11 Eckberg (2000), p.3  
12 Eckberg (2000), p.23 
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Current efforts in other cities 

Conversations with staff from the St. Paul City Attorney’s office and with staff from the St. 

Louis Park Police Department provide some examples of other approaches in prosecuting 

misdemeanor offenses. 

Community Prosecution in St. Paul 

The St. Paul City Attorney’s office is taking a more aggressive approach in prosecuting livability 

offenses. One of the strategies, related to problem properties, is to target these offenses through 

the Nuisance Person Law. Taking this approach allows the prosecutors to focus on how nuisance 

activities, such as drug activity, devalues the property. If there are multiple offenses related to 

individuals with that property, prosecutors pursue more aggressive outcomes. In addition, the 

City Attorney’s office has dedicated one attorney to focus on ‘community court’ and target 

livability offenses. This dedicated resource can work with other resources, such as probation 

officers, to get background information on a case to more effectively prosecute cases. Although 

these efforts are new, time will show whether these strategies make a difference in St. Paul’s 

efforts. 

St. Louis Park Police Department 

In a conversation with Sergeant Lori Dreier of the St. Louis Park Police Department, she 

indicated that all of their police officers are required to be present and trial hearings that involve 

a case in which they were involved. This presence is required based on the knowledge that if the 

police officer is not present for the case, it will be dropped. In addition, officers are reprimanded 

if they fail to make a court appearance. It is likely that other cities also encourage or require 

police officers to be present at trials, but this presence, the impact it has on the outcome of the 

trial, and practices by other police departments may also be an area for further study.
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Conclusions 

In order to document resources related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses in Hennepin 

County, information was collected to inform three main questions that serve as the basis for this 

project: 

• How are resources for handling livability crimes distributed across municipalities within 
Hennepin County and other counties in the Twin Cities Metro Area? 

 
• Is there a difference in how resources are distributed between suburban and urban 

municipalities? 
 

• How do the allocated resources meet the current level of need in different municipalities 
in Hennepin County? 

 

Specifically, information regarding resources was collected related to the prosecutors of 

misdemeanor offenses, the number of judges assigned to jurisdictions, and the number and types 

of offenses heard in the District Courts.  

Resources related to prosecuting attorneys 

Because misdemeanors are prosecuted by the city in which the offense occurs, information was 

collected regarding four cities in Hennepin County: Minneapolis, Brooklyn Center, 

Bloomington, and St. Louis Park. In addition, some information was collected for St. Paul.   

Minneapolis, Bloomington, and St. Paul have their own City Attorney’s office, which is funded 

through each city’s budget. Brooklyn Center and St. Louis Park contract with private law firms 

for legal activities, including the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses. 

 

Based on the information collected from these cities for 2001, there does not appear to be any 

differences in the distribution of resources between these municipalities. The approximate annual 

caseload per attorney in 2001, based on the number of cases heard for each city and divided by 

the number of attorneys, was very similar: Minneapolis was 1,406 cases per attorney; St. Louis 

Park was 1,584; and Bloomington was 1,364 cases per attorney. 
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Regarding staff and resources dedicated to the prosecution of chronic, livability offenders only 

the Minneapolis and St. Paul City Attorney’s offices indicated that they have attorneys dedicated 

to these issues. Each city has three attorneys dedicated to these types of cases. Conversations 

with representatives from St. Louis Park and Bloomington indicated that these types of livability 

offenses are not as much of a problem and there are no special resources dedicated to the 

prosecution of these offenses. 

District Court judges and assignments 

Hennepin County District Court (Minnesota Judicial District 4) is divided into four divisions: 

Division I, the Downtown Division, and three suburban divisions.  

There are 61 judges in the Hennepin County District Court. According to standard operating 

procedure of the state court system, most District Court judges are assigned to court calendars on 

a rotating basis. One exception to this procedure is the assignment of one judge to the 

misdemeanor calendar in Division I. Judge H. Richard Hopper is assigned to this calendar, which 

hears out-of-custody misdemeanor cases every morning in Division I.  

Based on these numbers and standard assignment procedures there does not appear to be any 

differences in the assignment of judges according to these jurisdictions. In fact, Hennepin 

County District Court is an exception to the norm by assigning one judge to one of the 

misdemeanor calendars. 

 

 



Prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 25 January 2003 

Disposition of cases in Division I 

Although there do not appear to be any differences between the distribution of prosecuting 

attorneys or judges in Hennepin County, there are differences in the disposition of cases between 

the District Courts.  

These findings are based on a data for 2001 misdemeanor cases disposed in Hennepin County 

District Court. In the categories of livability, property, and theft offenses, the percent of cases 

that are dismissed in Division I are higher that the percent of cases in each of the three suburban 

Divisions. In addition, the percent of cases that plead or were found guilty is much lower in 

Division I compared to the other Divisions. 

Specifically, for livability cases, 39 percent of cases in Division I were dismissed compared to 

just under 10 percent in each of the other Divisions. Thirty-seven percent of livability cases pled 

or were found guilty in Division I compared to over 70 percent in Divisions II and III, and 64 

percent in Division IV. 

Issues related to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses 

Other issues that relate to the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses and may affect effective 

prosecution include technology issues, city ordinance violations and individual rights, and 

broader social issues such as homelessness and mental illness.  

The concerns regarding technology include that each of the local agencies involved in 

prosecuting misdemeanors has its own database system. Currently these systems are not 

compatible and do not ‘talk to each other’. In addition, there are differences between what 

information is stored by each agency, and when information is entered into each system. These 

differences lead to concerns that the prosecutors and judges, depending on the database used to 

inform cases, may not have complete information.  
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Although technology issues are beyond the scope of this project, these concerns are included 

here as they are believed to effect the prosecution of misdemeanor offenses. Also, there are other 

current efforts underway to explore technological issues in more detail, and it is recommended 

that more information is collected regarding these concerns. 

The city ordinance violations regarding Loitering with the intent…to sell drugs or to commit 

prostitution are viewed as very difficult to prove by judges, prosecuting attorneys, and public 

defenders. The difficulty with these violations is that these charges must be proved beyond a 

reasonable doubt, and it is very difficult to prove intent.  

In addition, broader social problems, such as homelessness and mental illness, are also viewed as 

issues in prosecuting some misdemeanor offenses. It is believed that many chronic offenders also 

suffer from homelessness or mental illness. From the viewpoint of public defenders, prosecuting 

a homeless person for drinking in a public space does not address the larger social issue of 

homelessness and may infringe on their individual rights.  

In response to these broader social issues, the District Court does support efforts to address these 

needs and to incorporate these services in the system where possible.  

Resources of Hennepin County District Court 

Through the research of this project other current efforts and resources of Hennepin County 

emerged. Hennepin County District Court is currently the only metro area district that has is own 

database to track and analyze its activities. In addition, Hennepin County is one of only two 

counties nationwide that has two PhD level statisticians to conduct this analysis. Most other 

jurisdictions must use outside resources.  

Also, since the late 1990’s Hennepin County District Court has made changes to improve its 

misdemeanor calendars and caseflow based on the results of two research reports. These changes 
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were also implemented in response to dissatisfaction from the community regarding how cases 

were handled and prosecuted. 

These efforts and resources suggest that Hennepin County District Court is open to feedback 

regarding its procedures and has made changes to improve the system where possible. These 

resources also indicate that the District Court has access to information to make informed 

choices and changes. 
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Areas for further consideration 

Based on the information collected in this research, a few areas emerged that are recommended 

for further study or research. 

One area relates to the number of misdemeanor cases that are dismissed in Division I compared 

to the other Divisions. In addition, further information is needed regarding the lower numbers of 

cases that are pled or found guilty compared to the other divisions. Possible steps include 

conversations with the Minneapolis City Attorney’s office and with the judges in these cases to 

determine if these differences are warranted or if there are areas that can be improved.  

Another area for further consideration relates to the issues surrounding the difficulty in 

prosecuting cases that involve the charge “Loitering with the intent to…” Given the connection 

of these charges to livability issues and the high number of dismissed cases in Division I, there 

may be room for improvement in the prosecution of these offenses. 

Finally, the issues related to technology and the gaps between database systems remains an area 

of much concern. Because there are efforts underway to explore these issues, no further efforts 

are recommended other than to continue to explore these issues and to provide insights to the 

process where possible. 

 
 
 

The University of Minnesota is committed to the policy that all persons shall have equal access to its programs, facilities, and 
employment without regard to race, color, creed, religion, national origin, sex, age, marital status, disability, public assistance 

status, veteran status, or sexual orientation. 
 

 


