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Good afternoon Commissioners and thank you for the opportunity to present the 2016
Annual Report for the 20th Circuit Court and the Ottawa County Probate Court. As Court
Administrator I have the privilege of working with a remarkable group of dedicated
public servants, including judges, a great leadership team, managers and frontline staff,
as well as competent attorneys and collaborating agencies throughout the County.
Together, we have provided another year of excellent service to the citizens of Ottawa
County.
The County and State Court Administrative Office websites, provide significant details on
budgets, statistics and performance measures
(http://www.miottawa.org/Courts/ and
http://courts.mi.gov/education/stats/pages/default.aspx) – so in the short time
available, I will focus on highlights and respond to any questions you may have. If there is
insufficient time to respond to your questions today, I will certainly make myself
available to meet at your convenience.
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The authority for the 20th Circuit Court and the Probate Court to operate in Ottawa
County can be found in the Michigan Constitution, Article VI, Section 1.
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In addition to legal requirements for court operations contained in the Constitution,
statutes, court rules and caselaw, we are also guided by the Courts’ Strategic Plan
(http://www.miottawa.org/Courts/20thcircuit/pdf/reports/20152017_Strategic_Plan.pdf), which targets performance improvements in five strategic
focus areas including; 1. Resources and Infrastructure, 2. Access, Services, and Programs,
3. Timely Resolution and Efficient Operations, 4. Community Relations and Collaboration
with Partners, and 5. Employee Development and Innovative Work Culture. The link is
provided so you can review the Plan at your leisure.
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Our Circuit and Probate Courts are recognized as high performing courts in Michigan and
our daily efforts are guided by the Mission, Vision and Value statements which are
embodied in the Courts’ Strategic Plan.
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Of course, Courts can only provide optimal performance for the community when there
is strong, inspirational leadership and this is exactly what our Chief Judges Jon Van
Allsburg and Mark Feyen provide.
In addition to Chief Judge Van Allsburg, who handles appeals, business court and family
division cases, and Chief Judge Feyen, who handles probate, juvenile, neglect/abuse, and
drug court cases, we have an outstanding group of talented circuit judges who work
extremely well together.
Jon Hulsing – handles a busy criminal and civil docket as well as personal protection
orders;
Kent Engle – is our “roving judge” – spending 3 days per week in Grand Haven and 2 days
per week in West Olive handling domestic, juvenile and neglect/abuse cases; and
Karen Miedema is our most recent addition to the Circuit Court , following the
retirement of Judge Ed Post. She is handling a Trial Division docket of criminal and civil
cases, along with a significant percentage of divorce cases without minor children.
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With the growth of the Family Division caseload, it is necessary to effectively use Judicial
Officers to assist the judges by conducting hearings and preparing recommended orders
for the Court. The 20th Circuit has three primary referees and three “back-up” referees to
manage a variety of case types, including domestic relations, juvenile delinquency and
child welfare. The primary referees also share evening and weekend on-call duties to
handle emergency removals of children, as well as neglect/abuse and delinquency
preliminary hearings.
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The Trial Division staff in Grand Haven provide significant support services to the Judges
and Attorney Referees, including case preparation, scheduling, legal research,
coordination with the County Clerk/Register’s Office, enforcement of financial orders,
statistical reporting and much more.
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There are a broad range of case types handled by the Trial Division, including appeals,
criminal, civil and PPOs. Staff also assist with the scheduling of most domestic relations
hearings. In spite of the slight decline in overall case filings, the per judge caseloads in
Ottawa County continue to exceed statewide averages.
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Although nearly 2000 case dispositions were handled by Trial Division judges in 2016,
only a small percentage were the result of a jury trial or a bench trial. Interestingly, the
increase in trials occurred in the Family Division with child neglect/abuse cases.
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An important part of the Trial Division is the Adult Drug Treatment Court (ADTC). The
need for an ADTC is demonstrated by the significant spike in opioid-related deaths in
Ottawa County. According to the Ottawa County Department of Public Health, 26
individuals died from an opiate drug overdose in 2016, compared to 14 individuals in
2015. Among current ADTC participants, nearly 50% identify heroin or prescription
opiates as their drug of choice. To assist with this community issue, the ADTC conducted
Opiate Awareness Training in 2016.
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The Trial Division judges and staff perform a critical caseflow management function,
which is measured by several State Court Administrative Office performance standards.
Based on the required statistical reporting, the 20th Circuit once again met or exceeded
almost all performance measures. In addition, for the fifth consecutive year, the Felony
Collections staff exceeded $1M in collections – with nearly 50% of the collections being
returned to crime victims in Ottawa County.
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The Family Division of the 20th Circuit is co-located in Grand Haven and West Olive, with
additional juvenile treatment services offered in Holland. Most domestic relations cases
are handled in Grand Haven by Family Division Judges and Attorney Referees, with the
assistance of Friend of the Court (FOC) staff. The juvenile and child welfare cases are
primarily handled in West Olive, at the Ottawa County Fillmore Complex. New filings in
domestic relations cases is one of the notable caseload increases in 2016.
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Perhaps the most notable function of the FOC is the enforcement of court orders related
to child support. Child support collection falls under Title IV-D of the Social Security Act.
The Friend of the Court office operates as a Title IV-D agency and a large part of the
expense of operating the office (approximately 66%) is reimbursed by Federal funds
through a State Cooperative Reimbursement Contract. The Friend of the Court office also
defrays operating costs by earning incentive dollars based on performance. As set forth in
the 1998 Child Support Performance and Incentive Act, the performance of each IV-D
agency is measured in five key areas. State child support enforcement programs across
the country are measured in Paternity Establishment, Support Order Establishment,
Collections on Current Support, Collections on Arrears, and Cost Effectiveness. Medical
support establishment/enforcement is also measured and incentives are earned on this
factor alone at a rate of 15% of medical support collections.
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When the Friend of the Court office in Ottawa County measures itself against the sixteen
(16) largest counties in Michigan, its performance is notable in all areas. This high
performance not only helps secure child support for families and children in Ottawa
County (total support collected in 2016 = $39,071,299), but results in earned incentive
dollars that reduce the amount of Ottawa County general fund dollars needed to fund
the program. In 2016, the total Federal incentive dollars earned was $422,939 plus an
additional medical incentive of $104,919.94 ($527,858.94 overall). In 2016, the 20th
Circuit FOC office was recognized by the Michigan Office of Child Support as a top
performer!
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The Family Division also encompasses the Juvenile Court which works directly with kids
and families to resolve a variety of delinquency, truancy and other behavioral issues.
Although the number of cases referred to the Juvenile Court have slowly declined over
the past 5 years, the complexity of the cases has soared. The lack of a family and parent
with whom to work is common; most youth coming into the Juvenile Detention Center
are on an exhaustive list of psychotropic medications which have to be managed; the
majority of youth with whom we work have at least one diagnosed mental health
disorder and most have more; many have been long term suspended or expelled from
school; and substance use is pervasive. All this and so much more results in an increase
of not only delinquent behaviors but also, irrational, acting out behaviors as well as an
inability to connect in relationships; have hope; and an inability to self regulate their
emotions.

15

Recent declines in new petitions has provided opportunities to reallocate court staff and
train/certify them in essential treatment services so we can provide services in a more
cost effective manner. The implementation of the risk/needs assessment has assisted the
court staff in a reduction of probation violations, new law violations, and a reduction in
residential treatment program placement, which saved the County approximately
$1,100,000 in 2016. These direct cost savings were realized by using evidence based
practices to reduce the number of juveniles in residential placements from 13 to 3 and
more effectively treat youth locally.
The purpose of using an evidence-based, criminogenic, risk/needs assessments is to
target the specific need or issue manifested by a juvenile in a specific domain area, e.g.,
school, family/relationships, substance use, mental health, leisure time activity, etc. If a
juvenile scores high in an area, this means the Court needs to address the issues the
juvenile is having and provide treatment specifically in that area of need to strengthen
the juvenile's life in these areas and prevent and/or reduce further criminal behavior.
These assessments also guide the Court staff in the dosage level of treatment; too much
treatment in an area in which a juvenile has scored low may result in the juvenile
becoming more delinquent so we want to get it right the first time to the best of our
abilities.
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Along with the implementation of the evidence based (EVB) risk/needs assessment, the
Court has also trained staff and implemented additional EVB programs to meet the
specific needs of the juveniles served. They include cognitive behavioral programs such
as Aggression Replacement Training (ART), Thinking for a Change (T4C), Functional Family
Therapy (FFT) and Parent Management Therapy (PMTO). EPICS is a structured, goaloriented approach to community supervision of juveniles; it holds the youth accountable
and engages the juvenile in the continual establishment of realistic goals toward
improving their life and preventing further criminal behavior. Overall, the
implementation of EVB risk/needs assessment and the additional EVB programs have
helped staff better identify and treat the needs of individual youth resulting in reduced
recidivism and improved success in the community.
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These are a few specific examples of improved outcomes resulting from an investment in
professional development for Juvenile Court staff and a clear focus on employing
evidence based treatment when working with at-risk youth.
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The Ottawa County Probate Court is located in West Olive on the County Fillmore
campus. Similar to the 20th Circuit Court, the Probate Court is established in the
Michigan Constitution and follows statutory, court rule and caselaw guidance in the
handling of specific cases. The Court is served by Chief Judge Mark Feyen and five
Probate Court employees. Court administration is shared between the Circuit and
Probate courts.
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For a relatively small court, it is sometimes surprising to learn the judge and staff manage
more than 10K open cases, with an additional 1K new cases being filed each year. Forty
percent of the caseload are estates and trust, while the remaining cases focus on helping
protected individuals who may need mental health services or assistance with an adult
or minor guardian. Each year a few civil cases are also filed with the Probate Court.
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In accordance with the Circuit, District, and Probate Court Concurrent Jurisdiction Plan,
which has been approved by the Michigan Supreme Court, all Ottawa County Judges are
cross-assigned to cover for each other in the event of an emergency. In addition, Chief
Judge Feyen has agreed to handle a regular part of the Family Division caseload
(primarily juvenile and child welfare cases) and to serve as the Adult Drug Treatment
Court judge. He has been the primary ADTC judge since the program commenced in
2005.
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Among the thousands of new cases filed each year in Ottawa County courts, an
increasing number of litigants are self-represented. Often the lack of representation is
due to financial limitations, however, other individuals simply prefer to manage their
own case. Regardless of why a litigant is not represented by legal counsel, when this
occurs there are often difficulties due to the many legal and procedural complexities with
litigation.
To provide the best customer service and to avoid the costly and inefficient delays caused
by adjournments due to lack of proper preparation, the Legal Self Help Center (LSHC)
assisted almost 4,500 individuals in 2016. Most of the services were provided in the
Ottawa County Courthouse in Grand Haven, but an increasing number of patrons were
served in Holland, by telephone, and via the LSHC webpage.
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Based on direct feedback from the citizens taking advantage of this important service, it
is clear the Court is providing much needed assistance. Judges and Attorney Referees
have also remarked about the importance of this service to avoid costly adjournments.
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In an ongoing effort to be efficient and accountable, the Courts focus much attention on
performance measures as a powerful management tool. They can be used as a catalyst
for change and are an effective way to recognize staff and keep the Judges and County
administration informed of operational status. We need performance measures to tell
our success stories, provide accountability, and achieve our shared vision of public
service. Additional performance measures under consideration by the State Court
Administrative Office include: data integrity; human resource program compliance; and
internal controls system.
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It was noted earlier the Ottawa County Courts are recognized throughout the state as
being high performing courts. Like many successful organizations, the Courts cannot be
high performers without the strong collaborative relationships established with many
County departments. We especially want to recognize our close partnerships with the
Clerk/Register of Deeds for his excellent work as the “Clerk of the Circuit Court” and the
Sheriff for his ongoing support of the several deputies imbedded with court programs, as
well as the daily efforts to maintain safe/secure courthouses.

25

In addition to the Courts’ focus on effective caseflow management, we strive to be
positive community leaders by actively participating in and sponsoring a variety of
annual events. These activities help educate the community about the law and court
operations, while building strong community relationships.
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This Annual Report would not be complete without a brief mention of two important
milestones we experienced in 2016. First, was the Michigan Supreme Court visit to
Ottawa County in April. The Court conducted oral arguments in the Jenison Performing
Arts building and hosted a luncheon for student and community leaders.
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The Supreme Court visit was well attended by Ottawa County judges, as well as several
jurists from surrounding counties.
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Most of all, the nearly 1300 students in attendance enjoyed learning about the judicial
branch of government and witnessing democracy in action.
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The second notable milestone occurred in December 2016, with the retirement of the
Hon. Edward R. Post. Judge Post served the citizens of Ottawa County for 26 years and
will long be remembered for his wisdom and sound judgment in the courtroom, as well
as his quick wit and many shared smiles.
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In retirement, Judge Post has returned to private practice with Varnum Law and is
enjoying more time with his family.
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The 20th Circuit and Ottawa County Probate Courts are proud of our strong tradition of
excellent public service. We are also aware of the need for transparency,
continuous improvement, and public accountability. The Courts appreciate the
continuing support provided by the Board of Commissioners and we look forward to
continuing our strong partnership in public service.
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Additional reference materials regarding Court operations.
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