Oakland issue: paying for a di

By Tim Richard
staff wrltor

Oakland County officlals are puz-
zling over how to pay for dlstrict
courts. Many sce the present system
as haphazard and unfalr.

"“The system was regarded as a
transltion,” sald veteran County
Commissioner Robert Page, R-Bir-
mingham, as the board's general
government 1

analysis

4th — cltles of Clawson and Troy,

PAGE AND James Brennan, pro-
gram analyst for the Board of Com-

collective head,

The Immediate question ls, who
should pay for operating the 52nd
District Court? At present, county
gorcmment is the so-called “control
unit.”

But commissioners in Birming-
ham, Southfleld and Farmington, for
example, argue, “Our residents are
payirg for courts twice — once for
our awn district court, once through
our county taxes for the 52nd Dls-
trict Court.”

Suchi an arrangement has virtually
no defenders,

HERE IS the history:

The 1963 Michigan Constitution
required professlonal local courts of
record with attorneys as judges, It
did away with the fownship fustice
of the peace courts, The Legislature
replaced them with a system of dis.
trict courts. -

These disiriet courts had to get
thelr budgets and frequently their of-
flees from “contrel unlts.” Some-
times those districts and control
units are a single city or township —
the 44th District Court conslsts sole-
ly of the clty of Royal Oak; the 51at
Dlismcl, solely of Waterford Town-
shlp.

In other cases the district consists
of two or three closely-related gov-
ernments — the 47th District Court

what upset the
flnancial applecart.

“It was the judge's discretion what
part was considered ‘costs,” and went
to the court, and what was consid-
ered a 'fine,’ and went to the Ubrary,
1t varled by judge,” said Brennan,

“The Saginaw Library sued, and
the court ruled that only direct costs
could be charged as costs” and thus
retained as court reveaue, Suddenly,
courts which had been self-support.
ing found themselves forced to pay
more of thelr revenues to lbrary
funds,

The district courts then turned to
their control unils for operating sub-
sldles, “It became a different ball
game use of the allocation of
fines and costs,” Page sald,

ON PAPER, there appear to be
three optlons:

® Making county government the
control unit for all district courts.

& Making cities and townships in
the 52nd District Court area the con-
trol units,

® Having the state pay for all
courts — district, probate and cir-
cuft — as proposed by retiring Chief
dustice G. Mennen Williams. In 1981
the state Legistature embarked on
such a plan, starting In Wayne Coun.

ty, but In the decp recession thay fo)-
lowed, the plan withered on the vine.

“THE CITIES of Hazel Park and
Madlson Heights want state fund-
C

misslon clerks. The latter

find out the court clerk is belng pald  want the same wages because their
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strict court

groups  Wayne County-l ‘¢l wages, s0 they job skills are similar to the court
clerk’s,

ing” sald Ruel
McPherson,” D-Hazel Park. “They
don't care where it (funding) comes
from.” .

But county officials in Oakland
and many eutstate countles are ada-
mantly opposed to state funding of
courts, for a varlety of reasons.

“It would do nothlng to speed up
trials,” sald Qakland Clerk Lynn Al-

en.

“They (the stale) would take over .
the good part. We'd have to return
the fees, the Friend of the Court fees
and filing fecs. They would plck up
the satarles, and we'd plek up the
costs of facHlitles lke bulldings, heat
and Hght. It would be a real money
loser” for the county, the clerk sald,

OTHER COUNTY ofitclals see an
even more dangerous camel’s nose
under the tent with full state fund.
Ing. Thelr reasoning, as complled
Irom testimony last month before a
Senate Judlclary Committee hearing
In Pontiac, goes like this:

With state funding, judges overy-
where would have to be paid the
same, The judge in Wexford County
would find his/her pay lifted to the
fevel of Wayne County — certainly
Wayne County judges wouldn't bé
cut to Wexford levels,

Next, court personncl In (say)
Wexford would have to be pald the
same as in Wayne, but it doesn't stop
there, In the Wexfords, the court
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covers the cltles of Farmt and
Farmington Hills; the 46th, South-
ficld,.Lathrup Village and Southfield
Township. |

BUT OTHER areas — mostly ru-
ral townshlps back in the ‘603 — had
little 2o start with, so the Leglslature
lumped them into the 52nd District
and assigned Oakland County as the
contre] unit. In 1988 it has become a
bone 6! contention.

The 52nd District Court conslsts of
four divislons:

1st.— cities of Novi, South Lyon,
Walled Lake and Wixom; and seven
townships,

2nd -~ five northwestern town.
ships.

3rd.— citles of Rochester, Roches-
ter Hllls, Auburn Hilis and Lake An.
gelus. (Significantly, Rochester Hills
and Auburn Hills were both town-
ships until the last flve years.)
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