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 “The numbers were staggering.  If you were robbed or raped in this city, the chances of getting a conviction in the case were appallingly low.” 

                       -Nancy Phillips, Reporter

                        “Justice:  Delayed, Dismissed, Denied” – The Philadelphia Inquirer

     A team of five reporters for the Philadelphia Inquirer has been documenting serious problems in Philadelphia’s court system for more than two years. Their investigation found that the city had the highest violent crime rate among America's 10 largest cities and among the lowest conviction rates for big cities. Nearly two-thirds of all defendants accused of violent crimes in Philadelphia have been allowed to walk free. 

     “We gave a picture of how the courts were performing that surprised even court administrators,” Nancy Phillips, one of the lead reporters on the series, said.  “No one was measuring until we undertook this; no one had any idea of the conviction rates.”

     In fact, the court system seemed to have no interest in its own conviction rates; one top administrator told the paper that they were “not in the research business.”

  
Undaunted, the paper requested and mined court data to calculate the conviction rates for murder, rape, robbery and serious assault, as well as for illegal gun possession.  

      They published what they found in a four-part series, which ran Dec. 13-16, 2009. Among the main conclusions:  

· Only one in 10 people charged with gun assault is convicted of that charge, the newspaper found.

· Only two in 10 accused armed robbers are found guilty of armed robbery

· Only one in four accused rapists is found guilty of rape.

· The data also show that people charged with assaults with a gun escape conviction more often than those who use fists or knives. Of people arrested for possession of illegal handguns, almost half go free. 

· Nationally, prosecutors in big cities win felony convictions in half of violent-crime cases, according to federal studies. In Philadelphia, prosecutors win only 20 percent.

     Through their reporting the team also shed light on sky-high fugitive rates, ongoing witness intimidation and more than $1 billion in court debts left uncollected.

Online Advantage

      In light of the increasing importance and storytelling opportunities provided by the online medium, the Inquirer created a rich interactive resource, which allowed the community affected most by the paper’s findings to review, explore and discuss the series in greater detail.

     For example, the content at http://www.philly.com/courts includes video of killers profiled in the series, audio testimony from a witness later shot to death for talking to authorities and dozens of documents used to underpin the series. One of the most compelling elements of the site is an interactive data tool that gives users an opportunity to explore more fully how cases collapse within the Philadelphia court system.

     “For people who are following this issue closely, the entire package is available on the Web,” said Dylan Purcell, the computer-assisted reporting expert who worked on the series.

     According to Purcell, the Web component allows people to see both the scope of the problem and to explore in greater detail very specific aspects of the issue.
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Users could click on one of four offenses (murder, rape, robberies and aggravated assaults) to track what happens to cases once they reach the city’s justice system.

     And the Web has made it easier to keep this important story alive.  By the end of 2010, the reporting staff had written more than 50 follow-up articles, all of which are automatically posted to the paper’s dedicated criminal justice Web page.

How They Did It 

     Tackling this project involved a major commitment from the Inquirer and database reporting expertise.  Though the paper did have five reporters assigned to the series, they were all involved in covering other stories at the same time.  What they also had was tenacity.

      The initial request for information from Philadelphia administrators goes back to 2001, but the data set was so flawed at that time that the paper couldn’t begin to crunch the numbers.

     In 2008, the paper was able to obtain the Pennsylvania Supreme Court’s case-by-case database, which became the core of the project.  According to McCoy and Purcell, the paper analyzed 31,000 criminal cases involving more than 250,000 individual charges.

      “For the first time, the data had a unique identifying number for every case,” said Purcell.  “We were able to track and count to do something no one had ever done before.”

     The paper also requested custom data from the Pennsylvania Commission on Sentencing and datasets from the FBI, which allowed reporters to document that Philadelphia had the highest rate of gunpoint robbery among the country’s 10 largest cities.

     McCoy and Purcell have already developed a tip sheet on criminal courts data analysis for the National Institute for Computer Assisted Reporting (NICAR).  (Note:  Turn the words “tip sheet” into a link to the document, please.)  A list of key data sources identified by McCoy and Purcell can also be found at the end of this case study.  Both reporters assert that what they did could be replicated for any court system in the country.

     Beyond the data, the reporting team interviewed victims, witnesses, defendants and inmates.  They talked to judges and prosecutors, court administrators, criminologists and cops.  The online site also allowed members of the community to share their views on what needed to change in Philadelphia.
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Reporting Impact

    The Philadelphia Inquirer series has had a significant and far-reaching impact.  Reporter Craig McCoy summarized what occurred in the aftermath of the series:

· Our work shocked the public, producing a torrent of letters, phone calls, e-mails and blog commentary. 

· On the day The Inquirer published the opening piece in its four-part series, then-U.S. Sen. Arlen Specter announced a Senate Judiciary subcommittee investigation into the paper’s findings. He said the newspaper’s reportage “reveals a systemically broken court system that has allowed thousands of suspects to go free.”  Specter, a former Philadelphia district attorney, quickly began a round of hearings:  his subcommittee heard disturbing testimony about widespread witness fear and scheduled a second sessions on the issue of fugitives. The witness lists for both were drawn from The Inquirer’s stories.  Specter, who has since left the Senate, endorsed a federal law to criminalize witness intimidation in local courts systems.

· The chief justice of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court said the paper’s findings “leap off the page.” He and other top judges ordered a series of reforms, including hiring outside experts to study the courts' high dismissal rate and a push to streamline court hearings.

· The president judge of the city’s Municipal Court took steps to speed up how cases unfold, acknowledging that our project had cast a spotlight on how judicial gridlock generated witness fatigue and lost cases.

· Reform groups joined the chief justice and others in calling for a large-scale overhaul of the courts. 

· Philadelphia Police Commissioner Charles Ramsey said the series had laid out a serious problem, and he was blunt about the court’s failings. “That’s inexcusable,” Ramsey said of the courts’ decision not to tally conviction rates. “You’ve got to know. How can you improve [conviction rates] if you have no baseline? How can I talk about homicide if I didn’t know how many people got killed the year before?”

· And the city’s newly-elected district attorney, Seth Williams, said he would use the series as blueprint for reform. In his first official act, he created a new performance and policy division and named a former director of the National Institute of Justice, the U.S. Justice Department’s research agency, to head it. [The director’s] first task: computing ongoing conviction rates and making them public with a goal of drastically improving them.
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     And the impact has continued along with the reporting.  In November 2010, reporters McCoy, Phillips and Purcell produced a story on a stunning move by top court officials, who dropped criminal charges against more than 19,000 defendants.  Before officials took this action, Philadelphia had 47,000 fugitives on the books.

     The courts said “wiping out old files would enable the system to focus on more pressing cases.”

     Among the defendants involved were those charged with dealing drugs, drunk driving, theft, prostitution and sex offenses.  No one in the court system had notified the victims. 

     Five days after the story aired, Philadelphia’s district attorney Seth Williams wrote an opinion column (http://bit.ly/giTAAd) for the Inquirer.  In it he said, “The policy we are pursuing is a good one, but we could have done a better job in implementing it. We're fixing that, and moving ahead with a series of other measures that will finally address the problem of defendants who skip out on bail.”

     The corrective measures, among others, included reinstating serious charges that should never have been dropped under the court’s own guidelines, placing fugitive warrants into a national crime database, so that defendants who flee to other jurisdictions can be identified and returned, and trying in absentia defendants who fail to show up for court hearings. 

    Though the fugitive story was published almost a year after the original series, McCoy says news of the problems in the courts is still resonating with the audience.

     “People get it.  This story [fugitive release] we just published has as many comments as the original series,” said McCoy.  “But what we see now is some cynicism; people now know more about the courts than the courts ever wanted them to know.”

      In December 2010, McCoy and Phillips wrote another story (http://bit.ly/idp73o) that looked at all that had happened since the Inquirer’s series ran a year previously.  In addition to the impact already described, the reporters found that:

· The district attorney has implemented “Zone Court” – “a radical restructuring of his office and the courthouse so that prosecutors and judges are assigned to cases on a neighborhood basis.”  The goal is to build “connections among prosecutors, police and community leaders” and to make witnesses and victims feel safer and less intimidated.

· In another effort to protect witnesses, state and city officials restored the budget for Philadelphia’s witness-relocation program to its highest level in years.

     The story also highlighted fewer case dismissals and rising conviction rates.  However, the reporters also pointed out that, even with the improvements, still only 49% of all cases were being held for trial.

Lessons Learned 
    To get started on your own criminal courts data analysis, Purcell suggested including a reporter who has extensive knowledge of local criminal justice.  

    “It’s such a complicated topic; you have to know it first,” Purcell said.  He recommends that you start by looking at data for something your reporters already suspect is wrong within the system.  That’s how it started in Philadelphia.

     “All of us were aware from years of covering criminal justice in Philly that you couldn’t follow a specific case without seeing most defendants had multiple arrests and withdrawals,” McCoy said.  “It just looked strange.”

     According to Purcell, “In another city the issue might be sentencing, maybe drugs.  If you think about everything a course case keeps track of, it’s stunning.  You may find a story about specific police officers or relationships between judges and lawyers.  The data is a goldmine.”

     Once you’ve identified the topic you want to explore, Purcell says you need someone with relational database experience to help you.  He also recommends that you run your methodology and results by court administrators, academics or other experts who can help you identify potential flaws.

     McCoy and Purcell wrote in their handout for NICAR that the court data will include many stories that can be done quickly.

     “For example, it took us less than a week to order and receive a subset of court that that revealed one in three Philadelphia defendants skipped out on at least one court hearing while their cases were pending.”

      They also maintain that, “Every court in America keeps track of their cases in a database. Your task is to obtain it and mine it for news.”

Key Question to Ask

   Looking at the stories reported by the Inquirer, here are some questions to get you thinking about what data you might request and stories you might tell:

· In Philadelphia, they discovered that the city was owed $1.5 billion in unpaid bail, restitution, and other court costs.  How well do your courts do at collecting these debts?

· How many fugitives are the local courts currently tracking?  If your coverage area includes multiple jurisdictions, are there some systems that do a better job of tracking fugitives than others?  Why is that?

· Do the local courts know their own conviction rates?  How do they stack up against similar systems in the state or nationally?  

· If your community has a particular problem with gun violence, can you find out how aggressive the courts are at prosecuting gun-related crimes?

    Purcell points out that these questions are all starting points on the road to solutions.

    “We went beyond the conviction rates to show all the various reasons for the problems – police were overbooked, there was a point of failure in the municipal court, and we pointed them in the right direction by showing them how they were failing to tackle the bail issue.

    McCoy says the project’s first phase is nearly complete, but it’s not over yet.

    “Now we want to aggressively cover the reforms.”

EDITOR’S NOTE:  The Philadelphia Inquirer investigative team won this year’s John Jay/H.F. Guggenheim Prize for Excellence in Criminal Justice Reporting, for its work on this series.
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Publications

Understanding Crime Statistics: A Reporter's Guide, 2nd Edition, Columbia, MO, IRE, 2009.  IRE Web site: http://www.ire.org/store/books/crime.html
 

Understanding Crime Statistics Revisiting the Divergence of the NCVS and the UCR (Cambridge Studies in Criminology). New York: Cambridge UP, 2006. Print.

A Word About UCR Data, FBI Web site:  http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/word.htm
McCoy & Purcell’s Key Data Sources
Your court system

Request the data from local or state court administrators. In our case, we bought it for less than $1,000 from the Administrative Office of the Pennsylvania Courts, an arm of the state Supreme Court.

Federal Data

Felony Defendants in Large Urban Counties, 2006

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=2193.  

Felony Defendants in Large Urban Counties, 2004

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=891
Published every two years, with historical versions dating back to 1988, this report uses sampling techniques to examine the nation’s 75 largest counties. It contains a myriad of statistics related to felony defendants. Among other data, it gives breakdowns for counties on conviction rates, fugitive rates, sentencing severity, time-to-trial, types of bail imposed.

Felony Defendants in Large Urban Counties, 2004 - 

Statistical Tables

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=906
A related resource to the above study. Not to be missed, it provides Excel spreadsheets that underpin the various findings of the study.

Pretrial Release of Felony Defendants in State Courts

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=834
Offers key information on how defendants are treated as they await trial. 

FBI data

FBI Uniform Crime Reports, Most Recent Year, Entire US

http://data.nicar.org/node/36
For data on crime rates, the main source is the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting program, whose reports are available at the FBI’s web site. They also can also be obtained from NICAR’s database library.

You may also wish to dig into a lesser known UCR table known as the Return A Supplement, also available from NICAR. It provides a host of additional information on crime. We mined it to establish the level of gun use in robbery and assault. 

