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DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

T
HIS EDITION OF SMART JUSTICE MAGAZINE 

REALLY CUTS TO THE HEART OF THE 

OPPORTUNITY IN ARKANSAS – AND INDEED, 

THE UNITED STATES – TO SEE OUR JUSTICE 

SYSTEM AS A PROFOUND AGENT OF CHANGE.

Our second issue explores strategies and suc-
cesses in district courts throughout the state, where 
creative and innovative judges are using smart 
sentencing, community partnerships and other 
techniques to keep people out of jail and out of debt 
and to put them back on course with their lives.

Each of these stories gives hope. They illustrate 
that a simple shift of mindset from punishment 
and payment to restoration and restitution can 
create tectonic shifts in the courtroom and pro-
found change in the lives of the justice involved. 
It’s no overstatement to say these approaches are 

saving lives with saving families, and saving tax 
dollars – read for yourself!

I’m hopeful that in reading these profiles and 
case studies you’ll be as inspired as I am to take this 
word across the state and across the country. There 
are indeed amazing community justice innovations 
being demonstrated daily in Arkansas. 

Paul Chapman,  
Executive Director
Restore Hope Arkansas

“... A SIMPLE 

SHIFT OF 

MINDSET FROM 

PUNISHMENT 

AND PAYMENT 

TO RESTORATION 

AND RESTITUTION 

CAN CREATE 

TECTONIC 

SHIFTS IN THE 

COURTROOM...”

Moving the  
Needle of Justice
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A N  I N S T I T U T E  W O R T H Y  O F  I T S  N A M E
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W H A T  I S 

COMMUNITY DIVERSION
IN DISTRICT COURT?

COMMUNITY DIVERSION OFFERS INCENTIVES, NOT JUST PUNISHMENT, WHICH JUDGES 
AND LAW ENFORCEMENT FIND CAN AWAKEN A DESIRE FOR SOMETHING BETTER – FOR 
HEALTHIER LIFE HABITS, ALTERNATIVES TO ADDICTIONS, THE PURSUIT OF EDUCATION 
AND STRONGER RELATIONSHIPS.

These programs are targeted toward non-violent, low-level offenders who can benefit from counseling, 
training, education and closer oversight.

Court costs, fines and jail sentences can be reduced, and sometimes criminal convictions are averted.

The intensive and less adversarial approach works well in District Court, where a majority of the state’s 
cases are heard – from traffic offenses to misdemeanor charges such as theft of property, criminal trespass, 
domestic battery, public intoxication and first through third charges of DWI.

 Judges are assisted by treatment teams 
comprised of prosecutors, defense 
attorneys, probation officers and 
specialists from drug and mental health 
and other service agencies.

 Treatment teams develop case plans, 
provide resources and treatment options 
to defendants, then track progress, raise 
red flags for errant behavior, and support 
and encourage participants throughout 
their engagements. 

A N  A M A L G A M  O F  A L T E R N A T I V E S  
T O  S H I F T  P E O P L E  A W A Y 

F R O M  A R R E S T ,  P R O S E C U T I O N  A N D  I N C A R C E R A T I O N 
–  A N D  T O W A R D  H E A L T H  A N D  P R O S P E R I T Y .

 Many crimes are rooted in substance 
addiction, poverty and lack of opportunity. 

 Participants form new patterns of behavior 
– diverting them away from committing 
more egregious crimes that create more 
victims and cause further damage to 
families and communities.

JUDGES SAY DIVERSIONS ARE 
WORTH THE ADDITIONAL TIME 
AND ATTENTION BECAUSE:

This issue of Smart Justice Magazine focuses on District Court (misdemeanor) programs, 
which are great for innovation because of the high volume of cases and swift resolutions. 

These measures can keep criminal behavior from becoming self-perpetuating, and can detour 
defendants before they commit felony crimes and the stakes soar higher.

10 YEARS AFTER PARTICIPATINGA 2018 study found that

in community diversion programs in Harris County, Texas, a person’s
FUTURE CONVICTIONS WERE DECREASED BY 48 PERCENT

AND EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES improved by 53 percent.

*https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/mgms/wp-content/uploads/sites/283/2018/08/Diversion.pdf

*
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JUDGE SARAH CAPP WANTS NOTHING LESS THAN PROSPERITY FOR THE 
DEFENDANTS IN HER COURTROOM, AND SHE’S DEVISED A PROGRAM TO 
SPUR THEIR PURSUIT OF MENTAL, PHYSICAL AND FINANCIAL HEALTH.

positive stories,” says Capp, a former public defend-
er who also served two terms in the state legislature.

Since taking the bench in January 2021, Capp 
has offered defendants three ways to earn credit 
against their fines and court costs, when appropri-
ate under the law.

They can enroll in adult education programs such 
as workforce training and GED. They can participate 

A Judge  
Compels Change

By Robin Mero

Her program in the 7th Judicial District, serving 
Franklin and Johnson counties, helps defendants 
avoid misdemeanor criminal records and climb 
out of debt from court costs – if they undertake 
educational programs or counseling, or serve 
their community.

“If we want to rework our court system and ef-
fectuate positive outcomes, we have to invest in 

DIVERSION

 PHOTO: Judge Sarah 
Capp serves Franklin and 
Johnson counties in the 
7th Judicial District.
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in counseling for mental health or substance abuse, 
or they can engage in community service.

Capp will postpone judgment of cases, giving the 
defendants time to demonstrate completion. Upon 
graduation, she can relieve them of owing fines and 
costs and, in some cases, dismiss the case so it isn’t 
part of their criminal record. (Statutory limitations 
for DWI and domestic battery prevent this.)

“In district court, we have more direct contact 
with litigants than any other court system. Most 
people have probably had some type of a traffic 
ticket – so they have been in district court. By giv-
ing individuals this first impression that positive 
outcomes can occur, and that everyone makes a 
mistake and you’re given the chance to right that, I 
think that’s making a difference.”

Capp modeled her program after District Judge 
Chuck Baker’s alternative sentencing program in 
Crawford County.

During her two years on the bench, more than 
600 defendants have participated in the court 
referral program, and her statistics show that be-
tween 50 and 60 percent are graduating.

The two counties in which she conducts court 
have saved an estimated $60,000 and $74,500 in 
jail costs from the program.

“The inability (of defendants) to pay is a prob-
lem that the court system is going to have to ad-
dress, and providing alternative methods of sen-
tencing is one way that I think that we can handle 
that,” she says.

Capp does receive appreciation from defen-
dants. “I have had people thank me for giving 
them the chance. I’ve heard from the probation 

officers that people are moved to tears behind 
closed doors, that they’ve been given the chance 
to do this.”

For each court session, Capp has a team pres-
ent in the courtroom, made up of representatives 
from adult education and counseling agencies, 
along with a probation officer.

“For this program, we started probation for the 
first time in our district court. We had to convince 
the local government that it needed to be funded 
and what it would provide. We had to make certain 
that those types of positions were available.”

The team assesses the defendants, to make sure 
each is getting a good fit in their chosen program, 
then enters into formal agreements and monitors 
progress throughout.

“Following the recommendations of whoever 
is assessing them is very important. For instance, 
when someone tests at a fourth or fifth grade read-
ing level, the likelihood that they’re going to be 
able to get a GED is slim to none in the timeframe 
that we’re going to be dealing with them,” Capp 
says. “There are a lot of resources out there for 
individual needs, whether that be job readiness or 
some type of anger management program. We had 
someone who was able to obtain certification from 
a welding program, so they were able to wipe out 
their fines and costs and learn a trade at the same 
time. So that’s great.”

The time commitment is substantial yet fully 
worth the investment, Capp says.

“When you look at the big picture, I don’t think 
that there’s anything to lose here and there’s a 
whole lot to gain.” 

Since taking the bench in 
January 2021, Capp has 
offered defendants  

THREE WAYS TO EARN 
CREDIT AGAINST THEIR 
FINES AND COURT COSTS,  
when appropriate 
under the law.

“I HAVE HAD 

PEOPLE THANK ME 

FOR GIVING THEM 

THE CHANCE. 

I’VE HEARD FROM 

THE PROBATION 

OFFICERS THAT 

PEOPLE ARE 

MOVED TO  

TEARS BEHIND 

CLOSED DOORS...”

- JUDGE SARAH CAPP



P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
 B

Y
 J

A
S

O
N

 M
A

S
T

E
R

S



SMART JUSTICE  –  7  –  SPRING 2023

 PHOTO: Attorney 
General Tim Griffin.

C
YCLE S O F P OVE R T Y AN D P E T T Y 

CRIME SHOULD NOT BE ACCEPTED 

AS PERMANENT CONDITIONS, SAYS 

ARKANSAS ATTORNEY GENERAL TIM GRIFFIN. 

Current reform of the state’s criminal justice 
system does focus on protecting Arkansans from 
violent crime, but Griffin also supports using the 
court system to identify demoralized, low-level 
offenders for whom poverty and lack of education 
have been self-perpetuating.

By targeting those who are receptive to interven-
tion, many Arkansans can be trained and educated 
to find and hold good jobs, live cleanly, and be kind 
and responsible parents and neighbors. It’s less ex-
pensive, principled and common sense, he says.

As the state’s chief legal officer, Griffin is deter-
mined to curtail violence to ensure that Arkansans 

By Robin Mero

ARKANSAS’ NEW ATTORNEY GENERAL  
SEES FULL SPECTRUM OF NEEDS

have the conditions they need to feel safe. He is 
working with state legislators and the governor to 
restructure criminal justice policy, expand prison 
capacity and eliminate parole. 

Yet he knows there are thousands of Arkansans 
who can’t seem to escape unhealthy cycles of mis-
demeanor crime.

““It’s not either/or, it’s about all the above. We 
need to intervene with people as early as possible 
to get them off of the wrong track and onto the 
right track,” he insists. 

“I believe as conservatives we should own the 
rehabilitative space. We should be the leaders. 
There are people who, whether they’re young or 
due to life circumstances or decisions they have 
made, need intervention to keep them out of a 
system that might exacerbate their problems. We 

Actively
I N T E R V E N I N G
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want to get them the help they may need to live 
a productive life, before an escalation. There are 
good diversion programs around the country … 
and it works.”

Figuring out who is more likely to be helped 
is key, Griffin says. And if it’s not working, stop. 
“Government is horrible at this,” he says. “Reality 
has to wrap around these programs … metrics and 
outcome-based analysis. If a program’s not work-
ing, don’t sink a bunch of money in it.”

Griffin understands the complexities of creating 
change on an individual level.

“It’s difficult to address because there’s usually 
a myriad of problems. Illiteracy. Drug addiction, 
often accompanied by spousal abuse. Anger issues. 
Broken homes. Kids who get on the wrong path 
because one of their parents has these issues.”

In 2018, while he was Lieutenant Governor, 
Griffin attended a City Center Conversation event 
benefiting Pathway to Freedom, a faith-based pris-
on ministry that facilitates reentry into society. 

Griffin met executive director Scott McLean; they 
planned a coffee and a tour of the Wrightsville 
Prison program. Griffin walked the barracks and 
shook hands with and encouraged inmates. Within 
weeks he joined the ministry board and soon was 
known as tireless, not afraid to take risks, resource-
ful and direct.

The program demonstrates the lowest re-
cidivism rate in the Arkansas Department of 
Corrections. Within three years, only 22.7 percent 
of participants returned to prison as compared to 
47.5 percent in the general population – a figure 
which Griffin is pleased to share.

“Some things work, some things don’t. The 
problem arises when government continues doing 
things that don’t work,” he says. “If you’re talking 
about bang for your buck in terms of money, you 
get the most for your dollar by investing in di-
version before people get too far down the road. 
We see opportunities for some people who are in 
District Court for misdemeanors – to get them the 

 PHOTO: Attorney 
General Tim Griffin with 
his wife Elizabeth and 
their three children, 
Mary Katherine, John 
and Charlotte Anne.
Photo courtesy of Griffin.

“REALITY HAS TO 
WRAP AROUND 

THESE PROGRAMS 
… METRICS AND 

OUTCOME-BASED 
ANALYSIS. IF A 

PROGRAM’S NOT 
WORKING, DON’T 
SINK A BUNCH OF 

MONEY IN IT.”

- TIM GRIFFIN
ARKANSAS  

ATTORNEY GENERAL
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VS

  We are all equal before God, and there 
but for the grace of God go I. We have 
an obligation to help those where we 
can. Not everybody is welcoming of 
help, but we’ve got to pay attention to 
who is more likely to be helped. This is a 
country that believes in second chances 
and redemption as a cultural matter.

  Common sense. These prisoners are 
going to get out, and they’re coming to 
a neighborhood near you. Would you 
rather them knock on the door and say, 
‘May I borrow your tools so that I can 
fix my fence?’ versus you coming home 
and they decided to take without asking 
by breaking into your garage? We want 
them to thrive, not just survive.

  It’s cheaper. If we can get people on 
the right path, educationally, in terms of 
their addiction, whatever they’re dealing 
with ... anger management, conflict 

addiction help they need, the work skills, the life 
skills, so they can live productive lives. That saves 
taxpayer dollars and gives us more employees, be-
cause a lot of these people will gain critical work 
skills. It teaches a respect for the community and 
the rules we have to live under in a civil society.

“I think a lot of the principles that I’ve enumer-
ated here are what you’re trying to do with your 
district court community diversion program,” 
he says. “Identifying people who are in district 

court for misdemeanors, to intervene … wrap your 
arms around those people with reality, and equip 
them with training and counseling and education 
and the burden of responsibility. Give them the 
chance. Some of them will fail, but the ones who 
don’t … you have changed their long-term trajecto-
ry. They can go into society and be neighbors who 
ask to borrow tools instead of stealing them, and 
who cost taxpayers less because they not only quit 
taking, they start paying. It’s beautiful.” 

THE WHYS OF ATTORNEY GENERAL TIM GRIFFIN

resolution ... getting them a diesel driving 
certificate, a plumbing certificate, an 
associate’s degree, bachelor’s degree, 
law degree, whatever they want to 
pursue – in prison or out – it’s going 
to be cheaper for us if they are rolling 
in the direction of the rest of society, 
paying taxes versus taking taxes. 

  Ultimately this will create a more 
productive society, a safer, healthier 
society and a place we want to live. 
And all this is related to the broader 
issue of economic development and 
jobs. We already can’t fill the jobs 
we have. We’re in a competition and 
part of it is quality of life. We’ve got 
to address this, not only for the sake 
of humanity and bottom line, but it’s 
part of a broader problem. If you want 
companies to move here, to continue 
to grow jobs here, you have got to deal 
with quality of life issues. 

As part of the triad of conservative state leaders recently elected, Griffin believes 
conservatives should own the rehabilitative space. These are his underlying principles:

PATHWAY TO FREEDOM
A FAITH-BASED PRISON MINISTRY THAT FACILITATES REENTRY 

INTO SOCIETY. THE PROGRAM DEMONSTRATES  
THE LOWEST RECIDIVISM RATE  

IN THE ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS.

22.7% 47.5%
OF PARTICIPANTS 

RETURNED TO PRISON
IN THE GENERAL 

POPULATION

WITHIN THREE YEARS
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At age 11, Jimmy first used alcohol and drugs to 
blunt the pain of physical and sexual abuse. He had 
never known a happy home; his grandfather was a 
moonshiner who died an alcoholic. His violent fa-
ther used drugs and spent much of Jimmy’s child-
hood in prison. 

“I tell people that I got high once, and it lasted 
23 years,” Jimmy says. “It went from casual, social 
use to dependency to full-blown addiction, and I 
couldn’t stop when I wanted to stop. It became the 
driving force of my life.”

While that angst may be shared by many others 
in Arkansas, which ranks third in the U.S. for drug 
abuse, Jimmy’s recovery and subsequent devotion 
to the recovery movement catapulted him to re-
ceive a full pardon for 19 felony convictions from 
then-Governor Asa Hutchinson in 2022.

SERVICE:  
An Antidote  
for Addiction

By Robin Mero
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SUCCESS STORIES

Jimmy is the first parolee to have held a state 
position and is now director of Peer Services at 
the Arkansas Department of Human Services. He 
helps oversee the training and supervision of peer 
support specialists and 36 recovery programs op-
erating in jails, prisons, police departments, drug 
courts, recovery housing, government agencies, 
community centers, state agencies and even a 
health insurance company.

He was invited to the White House to advise on 
policy and reform and has shared his story across 
the country.

He has a term for that sharing: “recovering 
out loud.”

“Addiction is at an all-time high, and we know 
what happens when you use – you either die, 
end up in prison, or go crazy. Those are three 

A
RGUABLY, NO ONE IN ARKANSAS HAS MORE DRAMATICALLY SCALED THE PEAKS 

AND VALLEYS OF A LIFE OF CRIME AND SUBSTANCE ABUSE – AND RECOVERY – 

THAN JIMMY MCGILL.

 PHOTO: Jimmy 
McGill, director of 
Peer Services at the 
Arkansas Department 
of Human Services
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Q & A 
WITH JIMMY 

guarantees. But people don’t have to spend the rest 
of their lives trapped in that disease. The recovery 
movement shares the stories as loudly as they can 
so people don’t have to die quietly.”

Though he treasures his now eight years of be-
ing clean, sobriety is not his goal. 

“The goal is having a life so phenomenal you’re 
unwilling to not stay sober for it,” Jimmy says.

ASSOCIATING WITH ANOTHER
Life shifted for Jimmy when he heard about re-

covery directly from a recovered person.
He had been in and out of youth homes, prisons 

and institutions for years, and “a lot of teachers, 
preachers, mentors and counselors had tried to fix 
Jimmy,” he says. “Nothing changed about the mes-
sage, what changed was the messenger: this person 
had credibility, because they had done the same 
things I’d done – so the fear of being judged was 
immediately removed.” 

For the first time, Jimmy recognized himself in 
another’s story of hope.

“My core values had been distorted and twist-
ed, and my idea of what manhood was was tainted 
and confused. Through a process of recovery, I 
started learning new ideas, and new thoughts be-
gan to emerge.”

Jimmy now tackles recovery by the day. 
“Addiction is incurable, fatal and progressive. 

But as long as that disease is arrested, we can con-
tinue to be productive and thrive, and be a contri-
bution to the same society that once considered us 
a burden,” he says.

“I know what I have to do today in order to not 
return to my addiction. So I do those things. If I 
ever return to it, it’s because I was irresponsible 
with my recovery.”

Jimmy defines addiction as “a mental obsession 
and a physical compulsion.” 

“At the core of those two things is my total self-cen-
teredness. Only what I want matters, so I’m willing to 
go to any length to get what I think will change the 
way I feel and give me what I need,” he says.

“So when you serve, and you’re of service to oth-
ers, it takes you completely out of self. Addiction is 
self-absorbed, so as long as I’m serving others the 
disease has no footing on me.”

THE GAVEL’S GRIP
Arkansas boasts more than 500 peer specialists 

who are trained to help others conquer substance 
use. Most found their recovery in part through a 
nudge from a judge, Jimmy says.

“Courts play a huge role. I found my own recov-
ery through law enforcement intervention mixed 
with recovery.”

McGill’s division at DHS aims to offer peer sup-
port in specialty courts throughout Arkansas.

“In the specialty courts, we need people who 
have successfully navigated the court system and 
found recovery. They can say, ‘I understand what 
you’re going through. I am in the system but not 
a part of the system that’s prosecuting you. I’m 
here for you.’”

A judge can’t stipulate peer support.
“It has to be a requested service. So the judge 

would allow a peer specialist to introduce him or 
herself as someone in recovery to that person, one 
on one. And that person would have the autonomy 
to request to work with the peer. The peer special-
ist may escort that person to a 12-Step meeting, go 
to a therapist meeting with him, help with a job 
interview or with building a resume. Services that 
support a person for success.”

“WHEN YOU 
SERVE, AND 
YOU’RE OF 
SERVICE TO 
OTHERS, IT TAKES 
YOU COMPLETELY 
OUT OF SELF. 
ADDICTION IS 
SELF-ABSORBED, 
SO AS LONG 
AS I’M SERVING 
OTHERS THE 
DISEASE HAS NO 
FOOTING ON ME.”

- JIMMY MCGILL 

Q:   What’s the hardest thing  
about getting clean?

MCGILL: It’s that most people don’t want to. But 
a lot of times someone doesn’t know they want 
recovery until they see it or hear it. So that’s one 
reason that we share our stories. 

Q:  What’s the biggest barrier  
for people trying to get clean?

MCGILL: People, places and things. Odds are, 
all the people in their life are using. Birds of 
a feather. You have to change everything; the 
people you’re around, the things you do.

Q: What are the  
signs of change?

MCGILL: Enhanced quality of life. All of a 
sudden I’ve got a few extra dollars here and there. 
I’m better groomed and smell better, because I’m 
showering. I think one of the universal symptoms 
of recovery is that we’re cheerful and happy and 
laughing. We fought ten times harder for the life 
we have, so we appreciate it at a level most people 
will never understand.

Q:  Where is  
Arkansas succeeding?

MCGILL: Arkansas is a leader in recovery; 
we’ve got some of the largest, loudest recovery 
movements in the States. We’ve made recovery 
support services available and accessible. We’ve 
done everything we can to build and push that 
infrastructure out there. 

ARKANSAS DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH RECOVERY RESOURCES: AR.GOV/RECOVERY
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 PHOTO: Pulaski  
County Sheriff Eric Higgins
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HIGGINS: It is important to prevent crime. How 
can we prevent a person from getting involved in 
criminal activity? How do we engage with them 
and help them see other opportunities? How can 
we partner with organizations to address issues in 
the community that create unsafe environments?

Crime is committed by an individual; it is 
caused by individual choices that people make. 
Individual circumstances lead people down roads 
that maybe they can avoid if they have other op-
portunities or are educated about resources avail-
able to them. 

What’s going on in a person’s life? How can we 
divert him or her from continuing on that road? 
If you’ve been in law enforcement for a while, you 
end up seeing some of the same people. You see 
minor charges building to more serious charges. 
Sometimes people get trapped. 

CHAPMAN: How do we get people off that 
justice system treadmill?

HIGGINS: I think community diversion is an ab-
solute necessity as part of the puzzle. People are 
caught in the system, looking for a way out, and we 
have to give them opportunities. 

We know it’s going to save money. It costs close 
to $71 a day to house someone in the Pulaski 
County Jail. The money we spend for a counselor 
or caseworker to help an individual is going to be 
cheaper than the individual going to prison or be-
ing in and out of the county jail.

E
RIC HIGGINS WAS ELECTED PULASKI 

COUNTY SHERIFF IN 2019 AND HAD JUST 

BEGUN HIS SECOND TERM. HIGGINS 

JOINED THE LITTLE ROCK POLICE DEPARTMENT 

IN 1984 AND RETIRED AS ASSISTANT CHIEF. IN 

THIS CONVERSATION, THE SHERIFF AND  

PAUL CHAPMAN OF RESTORE HOPE ARKANSAS 

EXPLORE LESSONS AND INSIGHTS FROM HIGGINS’ 

THREE DECADES IN LAW ENFORCEMENT.

CHAPMAN: Sheriff, after more than 30 years 
in law enforcement, what is your definition of 
effective policing?

HIGGINS: As a society, we have to start looking at 
what we can do to help people be successful. How 
and why do people get involved in criminal activi-
ty, and how can we help them get out of it?

Taxpayers are paying for safety in our commu-
nities. What makes a citizen feel safe is having the 
ability to be with their family at home or at an 
event and not become a victim of crime. We eval-
uate the effectiveness of a law enforcement agency 
by the absence of crime, not by arrests.

It’s not just about putting people in jail. We’re 
going to do that; we’re going to get dangerous peo-
ple off the streets. Some people need to go to jail 
for a long time because they are a danger to our 
communities, but that’s not everybody. 

CHAPMAN: What’s your answer to keeping 
these less dangerous people out of jail?

By Robin Mero

E R I C  H I G G I N S

A 30-Year
P E R S P E C T I V E



SMARTJUSTICE.ORG  –  14  –  SPRING 2023

If we can connect our community resources, and 
direct individuals to those resources to educate 
and help them, we can significantly impact crime 
– because we’re impacting a person’s hope to suc-
ceed and do something different.

CHAPMAN: Conversely, when folks start down 
a path in the court system, do you often see a 
progression in the severity of their crimes?

HIGGINS: Yes. Let’s say someone’s license expired 
or he shoplifts. It may start with minor charges, 
but if that person doesn’t pay his fine then there’s 
a warrant for his arrest. And then he goes to court, 
does some time in the county jail or community 
service, and then has another similar incident – it’s 
a continual cycle.

Maybe he can never get ahead because he’s pay-
ing the fines, or he gets his car towed for a traffic 
offense and doesn’t have the money to get the car 
out, so he can’t go to work and ends up losing his 
job. And then he is scrambling. And it could be that 
he loses hope. He can’t get a job because of what’s 
on his record and, therefore, he thinks he’s forced 
into more and more serious criminal activity or 
consistent criminal activity.

We know most people are living paycheck to 
paycheck and often need to provide for a family. 
And if we can give them resources, many won’t 
continue down that road.

Now, some of the time you run into individuals 
who aren’t ready yet. But we’ve seen individuals 
who’ve spent 40 years in the system and then all 
of a sudden they’re ready. They’re tired of what 
they’ve been doing for the last 40 years, and they 
want to do something different.

Are we willing to help them?
When you reduce crime in a community, then that 

leads to economic development. Then people can 
get jobs that pay a livable wage, so they can support 
their families. That supports the entire community. 

So by targeting individuals who are ready to do 
something different, by doing good assessments 
and connecting them to resources, we start to 
create success. 

When we do all these things, we will reduce 
crime in our state.

CHAPMAN: How would you like to see a 
community diversion program done?

HIGGINS: I’d like to see a program at a district 
court level run by people who are serious about 
what they’re doing and who have the tools to eval-
uate and develop a plan for each person – assess-
ing their situations, their needs, and identifying a 
way for them to progress and succeed.

I want a program that tracks results so we know 
whether it’s successful, and that collects enough 

data to determine which situations are leading to 
success. Which ones aren’t succeeding? What are 
the obstacles? 

A good program has connections with the right 
resources: for counseling, financial literacy class-
es, assistance getting a driver’s license back, or 
getting a job.

The individuals who are being diverted have to 
understand their own responsibilities. No one’s 
handing everything to them. They have to follow 
through with the plan that’s presented. Then the 
word spreads, and you have more people wanting 
to have opportunities for success.

Then I think the judges, prosecutors, public de-
fenders and law enforcement buy in on it, because 
we all want a safer community. People expect us 
to ensure safety in our community. And like I said 
before, arrests will remain part of it. But if that’s all 
there is, we fail.

CHAPMAN: What type of impact do you 
believe is possible from community diversion?

HIGGINS: If we provide the resources to support 
a good diversion program to help these individu-
als, I think they’ll take advantage of the opportuni-
ties, and we’ll have success. 

It’s something we’ve got to do. We can’t keep 
doing the same thing. We’re going to build more 
prisons. The Pulaski County Jail at one point was 
about a 500-bed facility, then an 800-bed facili-
ty. Now it’s a 1,210-bed facility. And I’m housing, 
at the peak of summer, around 1,360 individuals 
in this facility. 

Do I really need more space? Yes, I need a better 
facility; it’s old. But if I had fewer people coming 
in, then what could we do? What is the stress level 
of our employees here? You know, nowadays we’re 
not busting at the seams of people wanting to be in 
law enforcement.

Meanwhile, we’ve got to work with our kids. 
Every year we’re going to have a 12-year-old kid 
trying to figure out: Which way should I go? What 
are my opportunities? Do I have any? Do I need 
to follow whomever and start selling dope or be 
involved in criminal activity or doing burglaries? 
We’re always going to have a 12-year-old kid mak-
ing those decisions. And so we’ve got to invest in 
them also. We’ve got to help them look up and see 
the opportunities they have, continually.

CHAPMAN: Are these same issues affecting 
recruiting talent into law enforcement?

HIGGINS: Recruiting has been very difficult; all 
the agencies in Pulaski County are in need.

Nationwide, people are retiring from law en-
forcement and fewer people want to step into this 
career. Being short-handed creates stress. Look 

“WHEN YOU 

REDUCE CRIME 

IN A COMMUNITY, 

THEN THAT 

LEADS TO 

ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT. 

THEN PEOPLE 

CAN GET JOBS 

THAT PAY A 

LIVABLE WAGE, 

SO THEY CAN 

SUPPORT THEIR 

FAMILIES.”

- ERIC HIGGINS
PULASKI  

COUNTY SHERIFF
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at our detention center: when we’re at capacity 
or over capacity, it puts a strain on the individu-
als working here, which is a deterrent for people 
wanting to get in the profession.

So if there’s a way to divert people out of this 
system, then eventually fewer people will come 
into this facility, making it a better place for those 
who work here.

What we’re talking about is a holistic system. We 
don’t need to wait for people to come out of the 
county jail or prison before we do something to 
help them succeed. We’ve got to help them when 
they first get into the criminal justice system. 

And we don’t stop there. We help keep our youth 
from getting into it from the beginning.

How many lives have we destroyed in the last 40 
years with zero tolerance? We went in and arrested 

everybody. How many kids were in foster care be-
cause their parents went to prison for crack? How 
many kids were raised by their grandparents? 

In law enforcement, we didn’t care. These kids 
grow up without a father, without a mom, then 
they got involved in criminal activities. Now it’s the 
third generation and we’re still locking them up.

We had a young lady a couple of years ago in the 
Pulaski Jail reentry program. I said to her, ‘Well, 
you’ve been in here for about a month. What have 
you learned?’ And she told me, ‘I learned that I 
don’t have to use drugs and I don’t have to go to jail. 
That’s all I saw my mom and dad do. So I thought 
that’s all I was supposed to do.’ 

She grew up thinking this was the norm. People 
get caught in the system and they lack hope that 
they can do anything different. 

 PHOTO: Pulaski  
County Sheriff Eric Higgins

“We evaluate 
the effectiveness 

of a law 
enforcement 

agency by 
the absence 

of crime, not 
by arrests.”
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By Robin Mero

 PHOTO: Paul 
Chapman, Director 
of Restore Hope 
Arkansas 
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A
GROUP OF PEOPLE LINGERS ALONG A 

R IVER B A N K,  WHEN  SUDDENLY THEY 

HEAR THE FRANTIC CRY OF A BABY BEING 

SWEPT ALONG IN THE SWIFT WATER. 

One person plunges into the water to rescue the 
baby, only to see another baby in the same predic-
ament, and then another.

As the companions join to save the infants, they 
notice one person instead running away. “Where 
are you going?,” they cry.

“I’m going upstream to find out how these babies 
are getting into the river,” he calls back.

UPSTREAM
“We must intentionally look back, to glean where 

life went awry for so many of our brothers and 
sisters in Arkansas who are plagued by cycles of 
poverty and persistent substance abuse,” says Paul 
Chapman, Director of Restore Hope Arkansas.

Many of these Arkansans are on the verge of 
being drawn deeper into criminal behavior and/
or losing custody of their children.

Looking squarely upstream, we see the district 
courthouse, a place where our lesser injustices are 
funneled and adjudicated. Here, judges remind us 
that we must repair our broken tail light; we cannot 
steal from our neighbor; and, if we drink at a party 
someone else must drive us home. They assign a 
penalty so that we make a better choice next time.

But for many who most need a change, the dis-
trict courthouse becomes a recurring destination 
and an ineffective agent of behavior change.

“When we look at criminal justice reform, most 
folks are focusing on circuit court, the felony lev-
el. These specialty courts are certainly effective at 
addressing underlying issues. But we also need to 
go upstream. You want to prevent crime? To avoid 
having to build a new jail or prison in 10 years? 
We’re going to have to stop the flow of babies in 
the river,” Chapman says. “District courts are one 
of those places we’ve identified to find people who 
are starting to get in trouble before it leads to in-
carceration, more addiction, and removal of chil-
dren into foster care.”

Early intervention is cheaper, adds people to the 
workforce and provides additional tools to our dis-
trict court judges, who handle far more cases than 
judges in other courts but have few options beyond 
ordering jail time or assigning a fine.

“We’re able to find folks who are struggling, 
hold them accountable, get them clean with the 
court but also get them the help they need. The 
judge likes it, the prosecutors like it, and some 
of these folks are going to get diverted from jail, 
prison, foster care, all of which are wildly expen-
sive. It doesn’t take many of those people avoid-
ing jail or prison, or avoiding foster care for their 
kids, before all of a sudden you’ve got really posi-
tive returns on investment.”

In this issue of Smart Justice, we’ve highlighted 
the work of some district court judges in Arkansas 
who are using community diversion programs to 
help defendants improve their lives and to break 
cycles that perpetuate crime. 

These judges offer credit when defendants gain 
job skills and education, undergo therapy for men-
tal health or substance abuse, and better organize 
their personal lives and finances. Jail time and/or 
fines can be reduced, and in some cases convic-
tions are avoided.

Opportunity, vision and resources are antidotes 
to crime, Chapman says. 

“By expanding these programs across the state, 
we can support individuals who are already show-
ing signs of struggle in misdemeanor court and ad-
dress their issues so that they don’t continue on the 
road leading to more serious trouble. We’re reduc-
ing crime, increasing public safety. We’re spending 
our money in more productive ways.”

UNDERCURRENT
Substance abuse is a commonality of many cases 

in district court – people using drugs or alcohol be-
cause they’re addicted or trying to escape misery.

“Probably 80 percent of the folks who are in our 
jails, whether felony or misdemeanor, deal with 
drugs, and it stems from generational drug use and 
abuse,” says White County Sheriff Philip Miller. 
“Having a program embedded in the district court 
system to help break that cycle before someone 
ends up in prison, that would be really beneficial. 
It frees up our jails, and we’re not having to use tax 
dollars to incarcerate people who have never seen 
a different way.”

“Right now we’re spending tax dollars to incar-
cerate people, and they’re not learning a different 
way in jail either. They get trapped in a cycle that 
some of them will stay in for life. But I think if we 
embed these programs in a district court setting, 
so they can get the help immediately, that’s a much 
better use of our tax dollars.”

Donald Raney has served since 2013 as deputy 
prosecutor for seven of the district court depart-
ments in White County. 

“I would say 70 to 80 percent of the people who 
come to the district court system are addicted to 
marijuana, meth, or alcohol, and they need help 
and their families need help to survive. It’s just a 
real problem,” Raney says.

“With a lot of the traffic in the district courts, 
maybe they’re charged with speeding or some-
thing else. But the bottom line is they were high. 
It’s tied to an addiction. If you’ve been a prosecu-
tor for any period of time in a district court, you 
know exactly what I’m saying. And diversion, in 
my opinion, is the key to cure. People who are ad-
dicted to something and cannot get off of it have 
got to have help. They can’t do it themselves.”

“WE’RE ABLE TO 

FIND FOLKS WHO 

ARE STRUGGLING, 

HOLD THEM 

ACCOUNTABLE, 

GET THEM CLEAN 

WITH THE COURT 

BUT ALSO GET 

THEM THE HELP 

THEY NEED.”

- PAUL CHAPMAN 
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The Arkansas Supreme Court has sanctioned a 
number of specialty courts in Arkansas to address 
concerns like substance abuse. Most operate in 
circuit courts, but a few district court judges have 
developed sanctioned programs and can pursue 
funding to help conduct formal assessments of de-
fendants before they’re accepted.

In other jurisdictions, district court judges are styl-
ing and running their own diversion programs based 
on what their communities need, yet they don’t have 
additional resources to pay for assessments and 
manpower for extra scheduling and tracking.

A key component for all is the use of treatment 
teams to monitor each participant’s plan and prog-
ress. Treatment teams are made up of attorneys 
and prosecutors, substance abuse professionals, 
peer support specialists and representatives of so-
cial service agencies. 

Chapman envisions assigning caseworkers to 
these treatment teams who specialize in linking 
clients with the myriad of resources in each county.

A NEW MOVEMENT
Restore Hope Arkansas was formed in 2016 to 

impact what was then the fastest growing prison 
population in the nation. Its initiatives are oper-
ating in six counties, helping to link existing social 
services and state agencies with a unique format 
for case management and software that lets those 
entities communicate with each other about indi-
vidual needs for each client. 

In its sixth year, Restore Hope has the hard data to 
demonstrate efficacy and scalability of its initiatives 
and aims to serve 25 Arkansas counties by 2025.

“We don’t provide the social services ourselves,” 
Chapman says. “The organizations are already 
there. They just need something to connect them.”

One of Restore Hope’s initiatives is 100 Families, 
with six offices throughout the state, where fami-
lies are assigned a caseworker to help build stabili-
ty in 14 key areas, including housing, employment, 
transportation, childcare, food, education, legal, 
mental and physical health and recovery needs.

Cases are managed using software called HopeArk, 
which Restore Hope provides along with training.

Think of a “social work Facebook,” says Dana 
Baker, White County Coordinator for 100 Families. 
“It’s a running story of what is going on in our cli-
ents’ lives, positive and negative. And within that 
case management system, you have a care team of 
mental health and substance abuse providers, and 
as clients stabilize in those two areas we add edu-
cation partners, employment partners, parenting 
centers, housing partners. We add financial plan-
ners, people who help them make a budget. And 
those partners can communicate with each other, 
with all the necessary privacies built in.”

White County this year has averaged between 
280 and 320 clients, Baker said. A 100 Families 

caseworker is also assigned to a district court in 
White County and attends each hearing armed 
with a docket to target current clients who need 
support and identify potential new clients.

“We’re looking for people with charges like pos-
session of controlled substances, possession of drug 
paraphernalia, a lot of failure to pay,” Baker says. “It 
means that they have a history and for some rea-
son they may be fearful to come back to court or 
to make a payment arrangement. They may have 
several failures to appear. If they show up that day, 
we want to help them understand how making bet-
ter decisions, starting with just showing up to court, 
will benefit them in the future. And they often need 
mental health and substance abuse services.”

This opens a door to many supportive services 
which some of the neediest clients didn’t know ex-
isted or didn’t know how to access.

“We’re changing the whole mindset in our com-
munity and bringing awareness to obstacles. For 
instance, in order for someone to apply for any 
public assistance, whether it’s for housing or may-
be for SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program/food stamps) – for any of these resourc-
es, even if it’s short-term housing in a homeless 
shelter, they’re going to have to have a form of 
I.D. They need a state-issued I.D., a birth certifi-
cate or Social Security card. And often our clients 
are coming out of jail or they don’t know where 
those documents are. Even if they had them, it’s 
still hard to access those services. Or they need a 
therapist but don’t know which one would be best. 

“So we start at the ground level. What must you 
have before you can move on to the next thing? 
We’re helping them address every single barrier.”

Case workers remove roadblocks but don’t do 
the work for clients, Baker says. 

“We talk through everything that can prevent 
them from being connected to the resources they 
need. Oftentimes, the paperwork alone is over-
whelming. Oftentimes, a lot of these programs 
want you to apply online. Our clients don’t have 
computers, laptops, Wi-Fi access, and so we help 
them get access. We don’t work harder than our 
clients. I’m not going to sit there and fill out a 45-
page housing application for them, but I am going 
to either hand it to them on paper, or hand them a 
laptop in our office with our Wi-Fi, and help them 
to fill that out.”

Each month, clients are reassessed in each of the 
14 areas so they don’t relapse. About 75 percent of 
clients are completing programs to satisfy their 
outstanding legal obligations, Baker says.

“A lot of families will actually graduate from 
their community diversion programs. But then 
they’ll say to the judge, ‘Your Honor, I know that 
you’re graduating me today, I won’t see you any-
more, but I’m going to stick with 100 Families.’ 
And the more they stabilize and address mental 

“... WITHIN 
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MANAGEMENT 

SYSTEM, YOU 

HAVE A CARE 

TEAM ... THOSE 

PARTNERS CAN 

COMMUNICATE 
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OTHER, WITH ALL 
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- DANA BAKER
WHITE COUNTY 

COORDINATOR FOR 
100 FAMILIES
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health and substance issues, the more they’re 
ready to receive education opportunities, better 
employment opportunities, address their driver’s 
license issues, save money to buy a car, and get 
better housing,” Baker says.

“We want to continue to work with them as long 
as we can to bring them to a career. A career is 
money in the bank. Buying a house, off of all pub-
lic assistance. So to me, that’s three to four years or 
more from crisis to stability.”

Sheriff Miller, who has been involved in law en-
forcement in White County since 1998, has observed 
the impact of 100 Families efforts for five years.

“I honestly think we really underestimated the 
sheer volume of people who needed the kind of 
help that 100 Families is providing. It is helping 
to make a difference,” Miller says. “We see those 
same folks who were coming to jail several times 
for misdemeanor offenses, through no fault 
sometimes of their own, other than just a system 
that’s broken, who have now found the help they 
needed to make that change in their lives and to 
become successful at something. Which leads to 
being successful and not coming back through the 
criminal justice system.”

Law enforcement doesn’t have a good response 
to offer when someone is using drugs to cope with 
a mental health issue, he says.

“Our capability for mental health assistance be-
gins if somebody is suicidal or homicidal; we can 
get them some help then. Otherwise there’s not 
much help out there. 

“When we move upstream, we find people be-
fore they end up in jail and say, ‘Let’s work on this 
problem now so that you don’t get behind on your 
fines, you don’t violate your probation and end up 
in jail and things spiral downhill.’” 

“White County is a big county, but we are a very 
rural county in many ways. And so much of what 

we see is generational. In my 24 years in law en-
forcement, I’m now dealing with grandkids of peo-
ple I dealt with when I started my career – for the 
same things – because there’s no knowledge or no 
way to break that cycle. 

“100 Families came in and brought the ability to 
show someone: here’s how you get things lined out 
with your probation officer; here’s how you contact 
Workforce Services to help find a job; here’s how 
you connect with a service to help you find a place 
to live. People started building their lives back and 
becoming successful. And that means they’re suc-
cessfully staying out of the cycle of criminal justice.”

Raney, the deputy prosecutor, sees 100 Families 
operating in the district courts in White County. 
He also brings a judge’s perspective, having served 
as a city judge for 34 years prior. 

“I see people getting help now who didn’t have 
that chance before. I’m seeing people going into 
these programs. They do get help. Now, there are 
some mean people out in the world and we’re not 
going to cure them and jail’s there for them. I’m 
talking about criminals who are thieves, who batter 
and assault people,” Raney says.

“But for the right people, they can get off the 
drugs, get off the alcohol and become good citi-
zens again. We’ve got to convince the community 
and city government and state government that 
these programs are worth participating in.”

“I was a city court judge for 34 years, and I had 
absolutely no support, nothing like this. And we 
kept seeing the same people over and over again. 
Whether it was speeding, you know, it didn’t mat-
ter. It was tied to an addiction. And we just didn’t 
have anything. You’ve got to have more than 
charging fines to change someone’s behavior. And 
I think if I would have been able to direct some 
of those people as a city court judge to these pro-
grams, it could have had a big effect.” 

“I HONESTLY 

THINK WE REALLY 

UNDERESTIMATED 

THE SHEER 

VOLUME OF 

PEOPLE WHO 

NEEDED THE KIND 
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100 FAMILIES IS 

PROVIDING. IT IS 
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A DIFFERENCE.”

- SHERIFF MILLER
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coworkers and deputy public defenders. During 
the lull before taking the bench in January 2021, 
they visited to observe their new courtrooms. A 
DWI Court had just been established by the judge 
whom Sharum would replace – newly sanctioned 
by the state and ready to enroll its first participants.

Sharum and Grimes watched a man approach 
the podium before the soon-departing judge. In 
his late thirties, this man faced a charge of DWI, 
which carries a mandatory jail sentence, typical-
ly of two weeks but up to a year. A family man 
who held a steady job, the man began to weep. 
He had much to lose.

The city’s population can double during the day, 
because its amenities, manufacturing facilities and 
stores are a draw for rural Oklahomans. 

In recent years, plant closures have left many 
unemployed. The area’s poverty rate trends high, 
the graduation rate low. 

The Fort Smith District Court stays busy han-
dling the gamut of misdemeanor cases – theft, 
domestic battery and assaults, and traffic offenses 
such as speeding and driving without a license or 
liability insurance. 

In March 2020, two new judges were elect-
ed – Amy Grimes and Wendy Sharum –  former 

It Takes Grit

F
ORT SMITH, NESTLED AT THE CONFLUENCE OF THE ARKANSAS AND POTEAU RIVERS, IS THE 

THIRD-LARGEST CITY IN ARKANSAS AND HAS A SOMEWHAT DIVERSE POPULATION. German 
prisoners of war were brought there in the 1940s to be housed in nearby Fort Chaffee, which became 

a destination for refugees and displaced persons, and many of those families have remained. 

DIVERSION
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 PHOTO: Judge Wendy 
Sharum, a former public 
defender, presides in  
Fort Smith District Court.

“I’m ready. I need help. I want to put my fam-
ily back together,” Sharum remembers the man 
begging the judge. 

“Judge Grimes and I were both really moved,” 
Sharum remembers. The man would become one 
of the first to be admitted into the program. He 
would willingly surrender his pride, control and 
much of his privacy in the hope of gaining healing 
and a measure of forgiveness.

He would consent to warrantless searches of his 
home and vehicle for the 12- to 18-month duration. 
An app on his mobile phone would signal his need to 
blow into a breathalyzer to test for traces of alcohol.

Seven days a week at 8 a.m., he would call to 
ask if he needed to immediately appear for a drug 
test. Twice per month he would appear in court. 
He would regularly visit a probation officer, par-
ticipate in a support group and submit to intensive 
substance abuse treatment.

For as much as he would relinquish, the rewards 
would be greater. He would still be convicted of 
the DWI, though some of his fines and fees would 
be reduced. But he would gain the care and over-
sight of a team of treatment specialists – lawyers 
and educators, substance abuse professionals and 
therapists – who would direct, discipline and en-
courage him until his habits and determination 
held greater sway than his disease.

The judge would rely on this team to gauge the 
man’s compliance and measure his progress. She 
would dispense sanctions and incentives to usher 
him through the program’s five phases.

Gradually, his gray pallor would give way to a 
healthy complexion. A sense of order would influ-
ence his daily routines. In court, he would trem-
ble from deference rather than a frantic nervous 

system. He would persevere to graduation, pur-
suing what most participants say is their greatest 
motivation: staying out of jail.

Initially, most defendants don’t consciously de-
sire to change and won’t admit they need help.

“We’re okay if they say, ‘I just want to do this 
to avoid the jail time,’ because we always, always 
see a turnaround,” Sharum says. “I haven’t had a 
graduate who’s come through yet that hasn’t had 
their life changed. It begins with them wanting 
to get out of jail time, but once they buy into the 
program, then it’s about protecting their sobriety 
date. They’re seeing that their life is changing and 
they’re putting relationships back in place. They’re 
doing better in their jobs, they’re feeling better 
physically. And so they start to buy in and it be-
comes about something other than that.”

Witnessing transformations is the best part of 
her job, Sharum says. The glimmers of pride when 
a defendant announces even a meager accumu-
lation of sober days; the inevitable slip-ups and 
course corrections; the happiness of moving on to 
a new phase; the relief of graduation with its cook-
ies and punch, heartfelt goodbyes from the treat-
ment team; and the symbolic ritual of tearing up 
a copy of the booking photo. It is unquestionably 
worth the many extra hours Sharum devotes and 
the close oversight that is essential.

“I spend a lot of time praying about these people, 
worrying about these people,” Sharum says of her 
court, which she named G.R.I.T. to highlight the 
concept of goals, resilience, initiative and tenacity. 
“It’s different from my regular docket, because you 
see them on this journey and you want them to 
get to the graduation. I see how they’ve invested in 
their sobriety. They’re trying to better their lives. 

“I HAVEN’T HAD 
A GRADUATE 
WHO’S COME 
THROUGH YET 
THAT HASN’T 
HAD THEIR LIFE 
CHANGED. IT 
BEGINS WITH 
THEM WANTING 
TO GET OUT 
OF JAIL TIME, 
BUT ONCE THEY 
BUY INTO THE 
PROGRAM, THEN 
IT’S ABOUT 
PROTECTING 
THEIR SOBRIETY 
DATE.”

- WENDY SHARUM
FORT SMITH DISTRICT 
COURT JUDGE
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“So I spend a lot of time. I check in with the pro-
bation officer and the treatment team. We email 
constantly about the status of people, because 
we want to be there if they mess up. We want to 
take care of it quickly so that they can still make it 
through the program.”

Often Judge Sharum embraces a graduate to 
say, “It’s been my pleasure to see you get where 
you are right now.”

“We can always fill up the jails,” Sharum says. 
“There are people who belong in jail. But I was a 
deputy public defender for 26 years. I did juvenile 
court for 26 years. I saw that a lot of the problems 
that people have are the result of trauma and 
things that happened in their families; it’s a cycle. 
We see it over and over again. I was seeing second 
and third generations by the time I left. 

“This is important work. It is effective. If we 
can make better citizens of these people and cre-
ate better families, there’s just no question about 
it for me.”

ARISING 
Judge Sharum’s counterpart, Amy Grimes, brings 

a unique perspective to her judgeship. After work-
ing in Sebastian County as a deputy public defend-
er, she served as former Governor Mike Beebe’s 
Legal Counsel for Clemency and Corrections.

There Grimes witnessed the posterior of Arkansas’ 
criminal justice system – the intensity and expense 
of incarceration, the challenge of assessing inmates’ 
requests for clemency, and how decisions on the 
local level impact the state broadly.

“When I left and went to Little Rock to work, I 
came to realize that all cogs and spokes need to 
work together, because what I might have done as 
a public defender, or what the prosecutor does in 
Sebastian County, affects how we have bed space 
in the Department of Corrections or services pro-
vided by Community Correction. It affects who 
gets paroled; it has many effects. And so I began 
to think there’s got to be a different way to do this, 
because we have a limited number of beds and we 
have people who, due to the violence or severity of 
their crimes, need to be in those beds.”

As a judge, Grimes is particularly attuned to 
what is fundamentally lacking for the defendants 
in her court.

Many have never experienced having a mentor. 
They lack basic life skills – such as being on time or 
managing a checking account. They never aspired 
to please their parents, who themselves often had 
drug addictions and legal struggles and saw pover-
ty as their lot in life.

 “Most of them don’t understand how to do these 
things, because their parents didn’t understand 
them; many come from a long line of generational 
problems,” she says. “And if we can change things at 
the district court level, many of these folks actually 

do change – they go on to be productive citizens 
and will not again commit a crime.”

Beginning in the spring of 2023, Judge Grimes’ 
docket will be a sanctioned specialty court called 
R.I.S.E. Court, a low-risk, low-need court for defen-
dants who face a broader spectrum of charges. (Final 
approval of the program is pending.) Many use 
drugs and alcohol. Many lack a formal education and 
are earning low wages. She utilizes the same treat-
ment team members as Sharum, yet the program is 
pre-adjudication. She can dismiss charges for those 
who successfully complete the program, so they 
don’t have, or don’t expand, a criminal record. 

Defendants often balk at the idea of committing 
six months to her program, even though a criminal 
conviction could affect their employability or abil-
ity to rent an apartment.

“A lot of times a defendant seems to think, 
‘What difference does it make? I can’t get a good 
job anyway, because I don’t have a GED or any 
specialized training. Maybe I should just pay this 
fine and cost and take the conviction.’ But there 
could also be restitution involved and communi-
ty service. And then they begin to realize, ‘Hey, 
wait a minute, I should probably take advantage 
of some help, because this is going to have some 
long-term ramifications.’”

The lack of hope and opportunity to better 
themselves is widespread, leading to many of the 
same people cycling through the court system 
over and over again.

“Many times, nobody’s ever told them there is 
a different path. A lot of folks will later tell me, ‘I 
didn’t know that you all had all these things to offer 
me,’” Grimes says. “So many don’t need a hand out, 
they need a hand up, to get them on the right path. 
I am a big believer in a hand up, not a hand out.

“We’ve had several folks that have done really 
well. For instance, we had a particular young man 
about which I know that the court staff thought, 
‘Oh, this poor guy’s not going to make it.’ But he 
did; he went on to earn an OSHA certificate so 
he could get a raise at work. And he encouraged 
his wife to go to adult ed, and she’s now going to 
get further education. So he’s a success story. And 
he’ll tell you, ‘I didn’t realize that my life could 
change, that I could do something different from 
the path I was on.’”

Judge Grimes also relies on sanctions and in-
centives to guide people through her program. 
Incentives can be simple, like a Plinko game with a 
small prize such as a gift card or personal hygiene 
product. She was amazed to realize how excited 
people were to receive a small gift.

But the greatest incentive is always the desire 
for approval from the team, and in particular 
from the judge.

“Wanting my approval or Judge Sharum’s ap-
proval, they will work harder. They just want our 

“MANY TIMES, 

NOBODY’S EVER 

TOLD THEM THERE 

IS A DIFFERENT 

PATH. A LOT OF 

FOLKS WILL LATER 

TELL ME, ‘I DIDN’T 

KNOW THAT YOU 

ALL HAD ALL 

THESE THINGS 

TO OFFER ME.’”

- AMY GRIMES
FORT SMITH DISTRICT 

COURT JUDGE
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approval. And sometimes in court sessions, I’ll 
have one of my bailiffs say, ‘Congratulations, man, 
you’re doing well.’ And those folks walk out of here 
like they’ve been touched, you know? Those in-
teractions, and knowing that we’re trying to stop 
that cycle so that we don’t see them headed to 
circuit court, and we don’t later see their children 
in juvenile court, these are the things that make it 
worthwhile. We are lucky here, to be blessed with 
a prosecuting attorney, chief of police and sheriff 
who are supportive of alternative courts.”

While she was working for Gov. Beebe, Grimes 
recalls him saying, “‘Are we afraid of these folks or 

are we mad at them?’ The folks we’re mad at don’t 
always need to be in the county jail or the peni-
tentiary. If they have a drug problem, or they’re 
not disciplined enough to remember to make their 
payments or show up in court on the date they’re 
supposed to, those are the folks we’re mad at. The 
folks we’re afraid of, we need a jail or ADC bed for.

“You do devote extra time, but if you can’t do a 
little mercy along with justice while you’re here, 
then it’s not worth being here. They don’t all have to 
be sentenced. They don’t all have to pay a hefty fine 
and cost; some of them just deserve a hand up and 
a little mercy. There are people who deserve that.” 

 PHOTO: Judge Amy 
Grimes, formerly a public 
defender who once served 
as Legal Counsel for 
Clemency and Correction, 
now presides in Fort 
Smith District Court.
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Logistically, they struggle with getting to work 
and to the store for groceries and diapers. Many 
drive anyway, knowing it’s wrong and keeping a 
constant watch for police.

“That’s the way most of my clients are living. They 
know that if they get pulled over the world will come 
tumbling down,” says Jami Zeringue, a caseworker. 
“There is no worse trigger for substance abuse than 
to be living on the edge, fearing you’ll be arrested.”

During the past three years, 529 of the families 
served by Restore Hope initiatives had at least one 
parent with a suspended driver’s license. Of those, 
61 percent were unemployed and had zero in-
come from any source – so they couldn’t pay the 
fines and fees associated with their misdemeanor 
court case. More than 30 percent also had active 
child welfare cases. 

But 89 percent of those 529 families have now 
secured full-time employment. Almost 100 of 
them have completely stabilized their legal situa-
tions, getting current with their fines and fees.

And 97 parents regained their licenses and once 
again can drive legally.

One of these clients is Chase Stillman, who was 
born in Searcy to what he calls a “long line of addicts.”

Chase now lives in Beebe with his wife and three 
children, ages 6, 8, and 10. He works for a mechan-
ic shop, has been sober for three years, and has 
a valid driver’s license. He’s current with all pay-
ments for his court cases. 

But that wasn’t true for a long, hard seven 
years, because Chase literally got high and ran 
from the law. His situation became so dire that 
he had seven warrants for his arrest and owed 
$20,000 in fines.

Chase and his wife had initially become addict-
ed to opiates, but when they started having trou-
ble getting those they switched to meth. Early on, 
Chase got some minor traffic violations – speed-
ing, no proof of insurance. After his license was 
suspended, he kept driving to work and was ticket-
ed for driving on a revoked license. 

Driving on 
the Edge

By Robin Mero

“THERE IS NO 

WORSE TRIGGER 

FOR SUBSTANCE 

ABUSE THAN 

TO BE LIVING 

ON THE EDGE, 

FEARING YOU’LL 

BE ARRESTED.”

- JAMI ZERINGUE
CASEWORKER

A 
SUSPENDED DRIVER’S LICENSE IS A COMMONALITY FOR MANY CLIENTS OF 
RESTORE HOPE ARKANSAS. MANY LIVE IN A SURVIVAL MODE, OVERWHELMED 
BY DEBT AND COURT CASES, WITH ONE CRISIS BLURRING INTO THE NEXT.

SUCCESS STORIES
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“... BY THE END 

I HADN’T HAD A 

DRIVER’S LICENSE 

IN SEVEN YEARS. 

I LOOKED OVER 

MY SHOULDER 

EVERYWHERE I 

WENT ... I WAS AT 

THE POINT WHERE 

I THOUGHT THE 

WORLD WOULD 

BE BETTER 

WITHOUT ME.”

- CHASE STILLMAN

Every time he left the house he was afraid he’d 
get rearrested and wouldn’t make it back home.

“I was in and out of jail, running from the law, 
and by the end I hadn’t had a driver’s license in 
seven years,” he said. “I looked over my shoulder 
everywhere I went, worrying about getting pulled 
over. I was at the point where I thought the world 
would be better without me.”

When Chase stayed high, he could avoid think-
ing about the fines he was accruing. Next he was 
arrested for theft, a felony. He began to avoid his 
probation officer.

On Mother’s Day in 2015, Chase’s daughter need-
ed more baby formula, so he asked a friend to drive 
him to the store. It was about 6:30 a.m. when a 
Searcy Police Officer made a traffic stop against the 
friend for not wearing a seatbelt. The officer asked 
Chase for ID, then arrested him on a warrant. It took 
a week for Chase to bond out. That was the year he 
began absconding. He stopped making his fine pay-
ments altogether and stopped appearing in court.

In 2016, the couple lost custody of their children.
The children were placed with his wife’s grand-

parents. But his wife was adamant that she was 
ready to get clean, and she did so on her own. 
When Chase decided to join her in sobriety, he did 
so by finding the right church family, admitting 
he screwed up, and changing the people he was 
around. He relapsed once, about three months in, 
but got back on track.

“Addiction is a monster. I’d seen what it did to 
my mom, and to my dad, but my dad’s clean now,” 
Chase says. “I had even tried rehab, but none of it 
stuck until I was ready.”

Jami asked Chase to come into the office. “By the 
next day I had contacted all the court clerks to start 
helping him sort it out, He had been absconding 
two years from felony probation. Chase and his 
wife had gotten clean on their own and had been 
for almost two years, but unfortunately that was 
just a portion of the situation.”

Jami was surprised that Chase hadn’t been 
picked up and sent to prison, which is commonly 
what happens. She immediately got him into out-
patient treatment in order to begin documenting 
his sobriety. She helped him find a better job and 
deal with the bail bondsman, and she arranged 
for the couple to take parenting classes and obtain 
legal representation from Central Arkansas Legal 
Services to begin pursuing custody of the children. 

Then she helped Chase work out a payment plan 
to begin paying the fines. He had to pay several 
thousand dollars to satisfy his warrants before he 
could appear in court. Once he had demonstrated 
regularity of payments, Jami advocated with the 
district court judges in White County to show that 
Chase was committed to regaining stability and to 
living an honest life.

“I only advocate for clients if they have shown 
me they’re willing to build good coping skills, make 
it to their appointments, and do the work in ther-
apy,” Jami explains. “A big portion of Chase’s story 
is that when he started getting serious, he worked 
hard on budgeting. That is something not a lot of 
our clients are capable of doing. When courts see 
that, they’re more willing to give him breaks.”

Today, Chase has chiseled away at least half of his 
debt. The couple began having weekend visitation 

DURING THE PAST THREE YEARS,  
529 OF THE FAMILIES SERVED BY RESTORE HOPE INITIATIVES  
HAD AT LEAST ONE PARENT WITH A SUSPENDED DRIVER’S LICENSE.

Once he established a strong period of sobriety, 
Chase had to confront the neglected court cas-
es. By that time, he had seven active warrants for 
his arrest. He hadn’t paid much on charges going 
back to 2016, and every time he didn’t pay or ap-
pear there was a penalty. His monthly payments 
totaled almost $900.

“I couldn’t pay that and help my wife with the 
bills,” he said. The couple also desperately want-
ed their children home, but Chase knew they 
had no chance if he was still on the run from his 
legal obligations.

His wife knew someone who’d benefited from a 
Restore Hope program called 100 Families.

So when the family received their tax return in 
March 2022, Chase called the local 100 Families 
office. He told Jami, a caseworker there, that he had 
$4,000 and needed advice for approaching the 
court, dealing with his neglected probation officer, 
and setting a budget.

with the children and in August, regained custody 
and the children returned home. Chase still fac-
es the felony charge and doesn’t know what the 
repercussions will be, but he’s gathered letters of 
reference from several people, including Jami, his 
therapist, and his pastor.

“I didn’t want to be an addict my whole life,” he 
says. “I never dreamed of being an addict in the 
first place,” he says. “No matter what, you can’t give 
up. No matter how many times you backslide, you 
have to keep trying, because eventually you’ll find 
what works for you. 

“The main thing you have to worry about is 
who you’re around. The people I thought were my 
friends just wanted to keep me high so they could 
feel good about being high. And so you’ve got to 
change who you’re around, and you’ve got to stay 
positive, because if you get depressed, the first thing 
you’ll want to do is go use. And the biggest thing for 
me was that I found the right church home.” 
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F
IVE HUNDRED DEFENDANTS EACH 
WEEK FILE IN FRONT OF JUDGE 
CHARLES “CHUCK” BAKER IN 

CRAWFORD COUNTY DISTRICT COURT. 
They are facing penalties for traffic citations, 

DWIs, and other misdemeanor charges such as pos-
session, theft of property, failure to appear, failure 
to pay, and driving without a license or insurance.

Judge Baker could expeditiously disperse these 
defendants using the two primary tools afforded 
him by Arkansas law: ordering jail time and assign-
ing fines and fees.

Yet this tall, bearded former deputy sheriff and 
prosecutor from Louisiana adheres to a differ-
ent philosophy. He wants to effect change, and 
he doesn’t want a person before him to return 

to court, especially for committing a new crime. 
So throughout his six years on the bench, he has 
taken the time to dig deeper with defendants and 
start conversations:

“Do you have the ability to pay a fine?”
“Are you employed?”
“Do you believe you have an addiction problem?”
“Why did you not come to court?”
Baker does not consider himself lenient, and he 

doesn’t hesitate to put someone in jail when necessary.
“But that’s not ever my first choice. That’s not 

what I want to do; you have to force me to put 
you in jail,” he says. “Rarely the reason a person 
is in court is the only issue in their life. Generally 
something else is going on, be it addiction, living 
in poverty, a family crisis, underemployment. It’s 

A Building 
of Hope

By Robin Mero

DIVERSION
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about more than fixing the problem that’s in front 
of them at the moment.”

When the law allows and the person is recep-
tive, Baker suggests participation in job training 
or educational programs, and/or counseling for 
mental health or substance abuse issues. For suc-
cessful completion, he may reduce the jail time 
and/or court costs to incentivize a defendant to 
develop better life habits and improve his or her 
financial situation.

“When I took the bench, we decided to try 
some innovative things to provide alternatives 
to help people financially, help their families 
and their employment situations, mental health 
issues, substance abuse issues. We try to be a one-
stop source for people to get help, no matter what 
their situation.”

This approach has saved an estimated $1.5 
million in jail costs, and brought national recog-
nition to the county’s adult education program 
which, in concert with other agencies, helps a de-
fendant improve his or her education, job status 
and financial security.

“The end result is that the community is differ-
ent as a result of the opportunities that we’re pro-
viding people,” he says. “I can’t look to jail as a first 
alternative. I can’t assess fines in every situation 
and expect that someone who’s unemployed or 
underemployed or someone who’s not able to buy 
groceries for their family is going to be able to pay 
a fine. It’s not about the court bringing in money. 
It’s about helping a person avoid this kind of prob-
lem in the future.”

Suitable candidates meet with agencies that 
are represented in the courtroom during each 
of the 28 court sessions held monthly. These in-
clude representatives of Crawford County Adult 
Education, Western Arkansas Counseling and 
Guidance, and 100 Families.

“This has probably added another 40 percent 
of time to my work week, a significant amount 
of time,” Baker says. “But if you look at the value; 
there’s no question in my mind that the return is 
well worth the additional time. My measure of suc-
cess is not seeing that person back in court again.”

He also meets regularly with the county judge, 
members of the quorum court, chiefs of police, 
mayors and school superintendents.

“I never refuse a phone call from anybody who 
wants to talk to me about what we’re doing in 
court. We’ve got to tell people what our needs are 
and what they can do to make it better for people 
going through our court system.”

Initially it takes time to structure and implement 
such a program, and one of Baker’s challenges is 
that he needs more manpower, including an ad-
ministrative support person. “But once you get 
all the hurdles out of the way, it’s going to make 
your life easier. Your court is going to be an easier 

process for people. There are just so many posi-
tives that make it worthwhile.”

Judge Baker doesn’t always get to see the end 
results of his efforts. Once he was in Walmart 
and a man stopped him to inquire whether he 
was Judge Baker.

“There had been a young woman in her early 
20s who had a DWI, a third offense, and she had 
been through some rehab programs, and she con-
tinued to have a substance abuse problem,” Baker 
recalls. “She was a terribly tragic story; her mother 
had committed suicide when she was a young girl, 
she had an unstable family life, she hadn’t had any 
success in employment. And so I put her in touch 
with some people who I felt could help her.

“I was constantly checking up on her and talking 
to her about areas that I thought she could do bet-
ter, and encouraging her to utilize the resources 
that we made available. A couple of years passed 
and I never knew how it worked out until an elder-
ly gentleman approached me in the store. 

“And he asked me, ‘Do you remember,’ and he 
named this lady’s name. ‘Well, she is my grand-
daughter. I wanted to tell you that you saved her life 
and how much it meant to our family that she was 
able to get her life back together.’ She had gone back 
to college, graduated, and had a full-time job making 
good wages. She got married and had a little girl, and 
so that makes it all worthwhile. You may only hear 
one success story a year, but when there are success 
stories like that, it makes it worthwhile.”

“I CAN’T ASSESS 

FINES IN EVERY 

SITUATION AND 

EXPECT THAT 

SOMEONE WHO’S 

UNEMPLOYED OR 

UNDEREMPLOYED 

OR SOMEONE 

WHO’S NOT 

ABLE TO BUY 

GROCERIES FOR 

THEIR FAMILY IS 

GOING TO BE ABLE 

TO PAY A FINE.”

- JUDGE CHARLES 
“CHUCK” BAKER

 PHOTO: Judge 
Charles “Chuck” Baker, a 
former deputy sheriff and 
prosecutor from Louisiana, 
now presides in Crawford 
County District Court.
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A KALEIDOSCOPE OF SERVICES
There’s another secret to success in Baker’s court, 

and it goes by the name of Dr. Debbie Faubus-
Kendrick. Endlessly enthusiastic, Dr. Faubus-
Kendrick worked in education for several  decades 
as a principal, teacher, coach and counselor before 
joining Crawford County Adult Education in 2007 
and becoming its director in 2015.

Dr. Faubus-Kendrick says she likes to run her 
own ship, and in adult ed she isn’t tied down to 
a lot of rules and can help people based on their 
needs, holistically.

She had known a prosecutor in southeast 
Arkansas who ran a program named Smarter 
Sentencing, and she liked the concept. She secured 
some special projects funds and invited all the area 
judges to a luncheon to share her ideas.

Baker, who was preparing to take the bench in 
January 2016, was immediately interested, and 
they set about developing an alternative sentenc-
ing program. The two entities have since moved 
into the same building, bringing new opportuni-
ties for collaboration.

Traditionally, adult ed centers provide GED test-
ing, but they increasingly serve as a workforce cen-
ter. About 100 people each year complete the GED 
program in Crawford County, but that’s where the 
offerings begin. 

This year the center has served 1,100 students 
(not quite back to pre-pandemic levels). Some 
come from the community at large, but many are 
referred by the court.

Participants earn certificates for OSHA 10 pro-
grams by training to be a welder, medical assistant, 
CNA, phlebotomist, or work in personal care, and 
soon as a pharmacy tech, and to work with Amitrol 
(industrial maintenance).

Training programs are often developed to meet 
the needs of local employers such as Simmons 
Foods, Bekaert and Pepper Source.

 Dr. Faubus-Kendrick believes in offering lots of 
choices to clients.

“Adults like choices. They may not have been suc-
cessful before. I’ve worked with adults in their 30s 
and 40s who’ve never had a certificate in their lives. 
We deal with people who have had life experiences 
that have pushed them aside. We try to give them 
not only a piece of paper but a feeling of, ‘I can 
be successful. I can really do this.’ It’s like a flower 
blooming when you see these people; they come in 
and they are so downtrodden in their lives, and then 
they get that piece of paper and are successful, and 
it puts a sparkle in their eye. It’s powerful.”

ROOM FOR ALL
Another strength of this alternative sentenc-

ing program is the building itself. The court is 
housed within an elementary school that was va-
cated by the Van Buren School District, and it is a 
haven for collaboration.

“We have the whole building, and that’s enabled 
us to not only provide enough space for our court 
people, but to ask other agencies to have a pres-
ence,” Judge Baker says. “We also provide space for 
attorneys to meet here with clients.”

Agencies pay per square foot for their office 
spaces. Prosecutors, counselors, TANF, SNAP, fi-
nancial aid, 100 Families, and programs such 
as Parents as Teachers are in the building. The 
Division of Workforce Services regularly brings 
its mobile unit to offer help with building resumes 
and job searches. Western Arkansas Community 
Development assists with a food pantry and other 
needs, such as providing clothing.

 PHOTO: The Crawford 
County Adult Education 
Center shares a building 
with the Crawford County 
District Court and several 
other rehabilitation 
resource agencies.
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There are two animals on campus, Sam the cat 
and Olive the dog – who soothe students with 
test anxieties and offer emotional support for 
clients and staff. Cognitive behavioral therapy 
is offered. The Crawford County Conservation 
District has a presence in the building and built a 
community garden.

A former gymnasium serves as a community 
meeting center, where Faubus-Kendrick periodi-
cally gathers area agencies, counselors, and leader-
ship to discuss needs in the county.   

Dr. Faubus-Kendrick believes in the adage, “If 
you do the right thing by people, it’s going to 
come out all right.”

Clients feel supported and develop relationships 
with providers. As they walk through the hallways, 
Dr. Faubus-Kendrick likes to hear them being 

encouraged, and to encourage them herself, “Hey 
buddy, whatcha need? We’re here for you.”

“If I’m not eating and don’t have a place to live, 
I don’t care what you have to say to me. Show me 
you care and help me first,” Faubus-Kendrick says. 

For a county interested in developing a similar 
program, Dr. Faubus-Kendrick recommends start-
ing with a meal.

“Of course, we always include food. Have a lun-
cheon and invite judges, prosecuting attorneys, 
whoever’s going to be in that pipeline.”

These efforts, in a recent year, led to Crawford 
County Adult Education being one of nine pro-
grams in the U.S. to receive a National Initiative 
Award for its community diversion efforts.

“This is my bucket list. This is what I wanted. I 
worked 41 years to get here,” Faubus-Kendrick says. 

“I’VE WORKED 

WITH ADULTS IN 

THEIR 30S AND 

40S WHO’VE 

NEVER HAD A 

CERTIFICATE IN 

THEIR LIVES. WE 

TRY TO GIVE THEM 

NOT ONLY A PIECE 

OF PAPER BUT A 

FEELING OF, ‘I CAN 

BE SUCCESSFUL. 

I CAN REALLY 

DO THIS.’”

- DR. DEBBIE 
FAUBUS-KENDRICK
CRAWFORD COUNTY 
ADULT EDUCATION 
DIRECTOR

 PHOTO: Dr. Debbie 
Faubus-Kendrick was 
a principal, teacher, 
coach and counselor 
before joining Crawford 
County Adult Education 
in 2007 and becoming 
its director in 2015.
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