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To: The City of Tucson Mayor and Council 

From: Thomas Berning, Tucson City Court Magistrate1  

Re: Proposed Consolidation of Tucson Court and Pima County Justice of 
the Peace Court 

Date: February 22, 2018 

 City Manager Michael Ortega has asked the Mayor and Council to 
approve the consolidation of Tucson City Court with the Pima County 
Consolidated Justice of the Peace Court as one means of addressing the 
structural budget deficient. The proposal is based upon an agreement 
in concept between Mr. Ortega and County Manager Chuck 
Huckleberry as outlined in a February 6th memorandum from Mr. 
Huckleberry to the Hon. Kyle Bryson, Presiding Judge of the Pima 
County Superior Court. 

 The City faces significant financial challenges and the Mayor and 
Council should explore all possible alternatives, including the 
operations of City Court. Nonetheless, a decision to eliminate the 
Tucson City Charter created third branch of government should not be 
taken lightly and only after having all available data and hearing from 
all the stakeholders. 

 In May, 2017 a Justice Court-City Court Coordination Committee 
was created to determine whether the two courts should be 
consolidated2 or co-located and to then outline the necessary steps to 
facilitate implementation. The Committee contained judicial and 
administrative representatives of both courts as well as from Pima 
County Superior Court. 

 Following a series of meetings the Committee issued its report on 
January 18, 2018. That report directly contradicts the Manager’s 
                                                           
1 The opinions expressed herein represent my views only and are not reflective of the views of Tucson City Court. 
2 Consolidation would involve the elimination of Tucson City Court, the Tucson City Prosecutors Office and the 
Office of the City Public Defender. 
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recommendation, “The committee quickly determined that 
consolidating both courts into one court was not a viable option” and 
that “co-location was the best and less complicated option and that 
the possibility existed for several common functions to be 
consolidated after City Court moved into the building”. 

The Committee suggested that the Courts co-locate (the City 
Court would physically move into the newer Pima County Public Service 
Center) and consider consolidating certain operations (security, 
language interpretation, and jail transports) and judicial functions 
(Orders of Protection, Mental Health Court and Walk-in Warrant Court). 
It was anticipated that these steps could result in considerable cost 
savings. Additionally the consolidation of certain limited services could 
serve a trial run as to the feasibility and desirability of a full 
consolidation. 

Despite this recommendation, and without further consultation 
with the Committee, County Manager Huckleberry’s February 6th 
memorandum states that “a consolidated Court is the best option as it 
holds the most promise for improved public access to the Courts, lower 
aggregate costs and potentially more consistent and better justice 
outcomes.” The County Managers memorandum provides no 
supportive data or analysis as to why this conclusion is more than mere 
conjecture. 

Moreover there appears to have been minimal consideration as to 
whether, on a policy basis, consolidation is a good idea that would 
actually advance the interests of the citizens of Tucson. The proposal 
has not been discussed by those in the community who would be most 
affected. Prior to making any decisions the Mayor and Council may wish 
to consider the following: 

1. Tucson is a charter city. The charter requires a City Court. Under 
consolidation the Mayor and Council would cede control of City 
Court and its attendant operations to the Pima County Board of 
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Supervisors, the County Manager and the Presiding Judge of the 
Consolidated Justice of the Peace Courts. These are entities that 
have not always prioritized the needs of the citizens of the City of 
Tucson. 

2. Consolidation between two large courts with separate IT, 
accounting, record keeping and cultures would be a logistical 
nightmare and will involve numerous unanticipated consequences 
and expenses. 

3. Tucson City Court operates innovative and award winning 
specialty courts (Domestic Violence, Homeless, Mental Health and 
Veterans). These Courts have long established relationships with 
federal granting agencies and local community partners. These 
partners have not been consulted. Both the Domestic Violence 
Court and Veterans Court are reliant upon federal grants. It is by 
no means certain that these grants could transfer to a new 
consolidated court. 

4. Tucson City Court cases are presided over by City Court 
Magistrates who are selected by the Mayor and Council following 
review and recommendations by the Merit Selection Commission. 
They are required to be law trained and are not politicians. This is 
not true of the JP Court system. Under consolidation the cases of 
Tucson residents would be decided by pro-tem judges selected by 
the Presiding Justice of the Peace. 

5. Tucson City Court has a dedicated Order of Protection office with 
full time staff and judicial coverage. A domestic violence 
advocate, funded by Tucson City Court’s federally funded 
domestic violence grant, is available full time to assist victims. This 
office provides a safe and secure location for victims of domestic 
violence to apply for a court order.  

6. Tucson City Court has jurisdiction over city code violations, 
including red tag and weedy lot cases which are great import to 
neighborhoods. These cases are assigned to legally trained 
magistrates appointed by the Mayor and Council. These 
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magistrates understand the importance of these cases to the 
Tucson community.  

7.  If consolidation were to occur the prosecution of city 
misdemeanors would be the province of the County Attorney’s 
Office where historically misdemeanor cases are not a priority. 
Generally their misdemeanor cases are handled by newer 
attorneys whose primary goal may be to gain experience and 
advancing to more prestigious felony prosecution. The Tucson 
City Prosecutors Office is primary staffed by experienced 
misdemeanor prosecutors who understand the importance of 
their cases to the community and have devoted their careers to 
serving the City. 

8.   Tucson City Court has a relationship with and works to 
accommodate the logistical and administrative needs of the 
Tucson Police Department.  Likewise, the Tucson City Prosecutor 
also has a long standing relationship with and understands the 
importance of working with TPD.  

9.  Tucson City Court and the City Prosecutor are responsive to the 
needs of the Mayor and Council and the community. This includes 
giving priority to red tag and other city code quality of life issues, 
taking proactive steps to reduce the jail population and working 
to minimize the consequences of the impact of judicial system on 
the unemployed and working poor.  

 

CC: Hon. Kyle Bryson 

       Hon. Tony Riojas 

       Michael Ortega 


