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Criminal Justice Reform in Macon County  
 

By Fred Spannaus 
 

Quietly, almost without public notice, the criminal justice system in Macon County has steadily implemented an im-
pressive number of progressive changes in the past decade. Alarmed at its standing as the county with the highest 
per capita rate of commitments to the Illinois Department of Corrections, county officials began a process of examin-
ing past practices in light of research and real-life experience. 

Efforts started in 2005 at the juvenile level with the implementation of what was initially called Redeploy Illinois, a 
community-based alternative to incarceration in correctional institutions. The local program is now termed Commu-
nity Access. Redeploy has been an unqualified success. Macon County State’s Attorney Jay Scott was quoted in the 
Springfield State Journal Register (April 28, 2013): 

Youth who participated in Redeploy Illinois had just a 14.2 percent re-incarceration rate, compared with a 57.4 
percent re-incarceration rate for youth who did not participate. The participating counties cut in half the number 
of youth they sent to Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice facilities, keeping 883 youth in their home communi-
ties, saving taxpayers millions in incarceration costs. 

Macon County alone, in its first five years of Redeploy Illinois, kept 155 youth at home under community-based 
sentences, saving taxpayers over $7 million. And during this period, the county did not see an increase in its crime 
rate or in the number of delinquency cases filed. 

Macon County’s program was the first in Illinois to orient around the philosophy of restorative justice. Under the 
leadership of Judge Lisa Holder White, the county’s Juvenile Justice Commission was trained in restorative justice 
principles and instituted a system of Community Restorative Boards (see  page 2). 

Within a few years other programs were launched:  

 Truancy Courts, Teen Courts and other peer jury systems were initiated in Decatur’s public schools many years 
ago under the aegis of the State’s Attorney’s Office.  

 A new Mental Health Court began operating in 2010 serving nonviolent adult offenders with serious and persis-
tent mental illnesses.  

 Macon County was awarded one of the first projects for Adult Redeploy Illinois, which aims to lower the incar-
ceration rate – and the crime rate. Macon County’s program, started in 2011, features cognitive behavioral in-
terventions and Community Restorative Boards. (http://www.icjia.org/public/redeploy/).   

 Macon County’s Hybrid Court provides community-based treatment and alternative sentencing for offenders 
with substance dependencies. It has two components, a Drug Court and a DUI Court (see article on page 3). 

In this issue: 
This issue of Peace Notes takes a timely look at reform movements in criminal justice and law enforcement. 

Most of our contributors have a distinctly local perspective, and Sandy Peterson reports on how police in 

Grand Rapids, Michigan, are building positive relations with their community. 
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Restorative justice is a philosophical frame-
work proposed as an alternative to the cur-
rent way of thinking about crime and criminal 
justice. Through this framework, crime is 
viewed as a violation to the victim and to the 
community, not just to the state. It defines 
accountability for offenders in terms of ac-
cepting responsibility for their actions. It re-
quires actions be made to repair the harm 
caused to the victim and to the community. 

 

In January 2011, the state’s Adult Redeploy 
Illinois (ARI) began a program to provide fi-
nancial incentives to local jurisdictions to su-
pervise and treat non-violent offenders in the 
community instead of sending them to pris-
on. The state program goals are to reduce 
prison overcrowding, lower costs to taxpay-
ers, and end the expensive cycle of crime and 
incarceration. The state provided a grant to 
Macon County of $357,053 and an additional 
$38,143 in supplemental funding for fiscal 
year 2014. 
 
From 2010 to 2012, Macon County sent an 
annual average of 288 ARI-eligible individuals 
to the Illinois Department of Corrections for 
crimes such as possession of a controlled sub-
stance, retail theft, obstruction of justice/
destruction of evidence, etc.  
 
With a goal of reducing incarcerations by 
25%, 72 offenders were to be diverted into 
the local program.  The program involves 
Community Restorative Boards (CRB), Moral 
Reconation Therapy (MRT), integrated mental 
health and substance abuse treatment, and 
intensive supervision through the probation 
department. 
 
The MRT portion is similar to a 12-step AA 
program involving group work on a weekly 
basis and intensive self-examination. Any vio-
lation of the program rules or a dirty drug 
drop results in a restart of the MRT process.  

Community Restorative Board (CRB) 
 

By Craig Mandernach 

Upon completing therapy, the individual 
meets with a CRB for four to five weeks. In 
Macon County, Dr. Janelle Norman coordi-
nated volunteers on a CRB who are com-
mitted to helping offenders to make the tran-
sition from offender to citizen. Usually, a  
group of two to three CRB volunteers meet 
with an offender and together determine the 
harm committed, the reparations needed for 
the victim, the community and the family, 
and the requirements for the offender to 
begin to repair the harm.   
 
The CRB group monitors progress, holds the 
offender accountable, and provides support 
for the victim, the community and the 
offender. CRB volunteers endeavor to clearly 
communicate community expectations. 
There are currently 12 volunteers who serve 
on local CRBs. They posses a variety of exper-
tise, experience, and knowledge of communi-
ty networks to support the offender. We be-
lieve that offenders who feel connected are 
less likely to violate community standards. 

 
I have volunteered on CRBs since February 
2011, after I heard a presentation about Teen 
Court in a Sunday lay education class. There 
was not a need for Teen Court volunteers 
then, but I did get involved with adults 
through CRBs. I have worked with offenders 
whose crimes involved retail theft, drug 
charges, DUI, obstruction of justice, or driving 
on a revoked license with prior felony. All 
would have gone to prison if not for this pro-
gram. Occasionally, I meet an offender I have 
worked with and it is gratifying to hear them 
say how helpful the program was for them. 



 

 

Peace-Notes First Presbyterian Church Spring 2015 

  

Page 3 

Teen Court:  

An Alternative to Jail 
 

By Pixie Fennessey 

 

Teen court is considered to be a type 

of restorative justice. According to 

Illinois Attorney General’s web site 

www.IllinoisAttorneyGeneral.gov  

teen courts in Illinois “provide an 

alternative approach to juvenile jus-

tice that holds first time offenders 

accountable through a sentence im-

posed by their peers.” Teenagers that 

have been charged with a first time 

criminal offense can be referred to 

teen court by the discretion of the 

local states attorney’s office. 

 

Macon County has had the teen 

court program for almost 10 years. 

Teen offenders must be between the 

ages of nine through seventeen and 

willing to participate. The teen of-

fender must admit their guilt to a 

group of adolescent jurors and agree 

to the restorative sanctions deter-

mined  by the teen jurors.  

 

If the teen offender refuses or does 

not complete the requirements that 

have been imposed on them, they 

will then be referred to regular court. 

Sanctions may include but are not 

limited to community service, es-

says, apologies, and counseling. 

 

The program's mission statement is 

“The Macon County Teen Court is 

committed to successfully deterring 

youth from committing further crim-

inal acts through the creation of 

uniquely tailored sentences for each 

case by incorporating Balanced and 

Restorative Justice Principle and 

peer mentoring.”  

 

The goals of teen court are to help 

youth offenders take steps to repair 

the damage that their crime has 

caused, establish positive communi-

cation between the community and 

youth, to provide opportunities for 

the resolution of crime in the com-

munity, and to help young offenders 

appreciate law-abiding behavior and 

community service work.  

 

Adult volunteers are needed to mod-

erate teen courts. If you are interest-

ed in volunteering, please contact 

Lynn Lewis after May 12th 

at lylewisnj@gmail.com.    

Hybrid Court: Win-Win 

(The following is an excerpt of prepared remarks by Macon County 

Associate Judge Thomas E. Little at the graduation ceremony for Hy-

brid Court on March 27, 2015. It is used with permission of Judge 

Little.) 

The Macon County Hybrid Court is a voluntary program designed for 

high risk/high need adult offenders who reside in Macon County and 

who have a current nonviolent felony offense with a diagnosis of 

substance dependence. Rather than traditional punishment, the 

Court diverts participants away from the criminal justice system by 

offering alternative comprehensive and therapeutic judicial interven-

tion.   

Hybrid courts significantly reduce drug and alcohol use and related 

crime and are much more cost-effective than traditional criminal 

justice methods.   

Nine participants have successfully completed all program require-

ments and will be graduating at this ceremony. In the current class, 

the oldest graduate is 53 and the youngest is 26, with an average age 

of 37.9 years. The graduates have spent a total of 163 months in the 

Hybrid Court Program which totals 13 years and 7 months. The aver-

age time spent in Hybrid Court for this group of graduates is 18 

months.   

One of our graduates began the use of alcohol at the age of 5, fol-

lowed by marijuana use at the age of 7, with a first contact with the 

criminal justice system at age 8. Another graduate began using mari-

juana at age 13, alcohol at age 17, heroin at age 21, and finally meth-

amphetamines and cocaine at age 22. Several of our graduates began 

using alcohol in their mid-teens. A number of our graduates have 

overcome serious life traumas, including being the victims of sexual, 

emotional and physical abuse by those closest to them. For this they 

are to be commended.   

At the time of entering the Macon County Hybrid Court Program, our 

graduates had a combined history of the following offenses: 8 juve-

nile delinquency cases; 3 ordinance violation cases; 148 traffic cases; 

25 driving under the influence cases; 42 misdemeanor cases; and 46 

felony cases. 

For the 163 months that these 9 graduates have been participating in 

Hybrid Court, none has been charged with or convicted of any new 

felony. In the interest of full disclosure, 2 of our graduates were 

charged with Class A misdemeanors, with 1 being dismissed outright 

and the other resulting in a conviction with only a nominal fine. One 

graduate was recently charged with a Class C misdemeanor which 

remains pending. Lastly, one graduate with the longest history of 

traffic violations received a seat belt ticket.        

Hybrid Court saves money. In a recent report submitted to the Feder-

al government, it was shown that the third year of the Hybrid Court 

program operation saved Macon County taxpayers $545,302 by hav-

ing people in the program rather than being incarcerated. 

While substantial, these figures fail to consider other significant, but 

no less important, intangibles, such as the mending of family rela-

tionships, the benefits to increased public safety, and the reintroduc-

tion of sober and productive citizens into our community. 

http://www.IllinoisAttorneyGeneral.gov
mailto:lylewisnj@gmail.com
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Police and Race Relations: One City’s Response 

By Sandy Peterson 

Grand Rapids, Michigan is taking a proactive local response to the Ferguson, MO situation and other such incidents that 
point to the disconnect between law enforcement and minority citizens. One early attempt to bridge the gap was the 
“Journey for Justice and Reform” forum sponsored by the NAACP’s Grand Rapids chapter on December 3, 2014. At that 
event, Police Chief David Rahinsky listened to concerns about treatment of minorities by police and “the lack of minority 
representation in the police department.” The forum was the first in a series of conversations to “continue into the 
spring across the city” designed to “address responsibilities of police and public.” 

One of those subsequent discussions was hosted in February by the 
Western Michigan University Cooley Law School’s Black Law Stu-
dents Association. Participants agreed that it will take changes on 
both sides to remedy issues. Police Chief Rahinsky emphasized the 
importance of reaching out to young people. The GRPD is purpose-
fully building relationships in the public schools through active par-
ticipation with the Boys and Girls Clubs. The PD also has an Explorer 
Program for kids as young as 5th graders to build trust between law 
enforcement and area teens and instill interest in law enforcement 
as a career. The NAACP will offer $2500 scholarships to black candi-
dates interested in city police jobs. 

Grand Rapids also formed the Community and Police Relations Com-
mittee “to expand a dialogue with community leaders.” With a cross
-community/city/police membership, that committee has met sev-
eral times to discuss issues. 

In response to multiple community discussions and specific policy and goal requests submitted by NAACP Greater Grand 
Rapids Branch President Cle Jackson and LINC Communities Revitalization, Inc. Co-Executive Director Darel Ross, II, City 
Manager Greg Sundstrem, on Jan. 15th, “announced a series of recommendations to increase transparency in the GRPD 
and improve relations between police and the community.” A time line and funding sources were a part of these recom-
mendations. The bare bones of the twelve point plan follow: 

 Reinvent GRPD hiring practices: (A) Form an over-seeing citizen committee; (B) Hire a consultant; (C) Hire more 
officers from within the community. 

 Strengthen the relationship between the community and the GRPD: (A) Make the chief and other officers more 
available to participate in community meetings; (B) Significantly expand community policing; (C) Increase transpar-
ency and share data, when legally possible. 

 Enhance police officer training: Mandate cultural and implicit bias training for all officers. 

 Complete a Strategic Plan for Operations by the GRPD. 

 Phase in implementation of body cameras for police officers. 

 Develop protocols for use of body cameras. 

 Hire a consultant to conduct an independent study of racial disparity arrests. 

 Hire a consultant to conduct a study on racial profiling in traffic stops. 

 Review the City’s diversity and inclusion policies. 

 Develop a policy to protect citizen privacy. 

 Implement mandatory independent investigations for officer-involved shootings. 

 Implement a public education campaign about the City’s Civilian Appeal Board. 

Parties involved in the above-mentioned discussions note a difference from past efforts, that being a willingness to 
make changes. Chief Rahinsky believes that solutions will be “incremental” and that singular discussions will not address 
and solve all the problems. That being said, Grand Rapids is not turning a blind eye to the issues. Lines of communica-
tion are being opened much wider than before. Relationships are being built. Practices are being addressed and re-
formed. Grand Rapids may be modeling positive steps for other cities to take. 
(Sources: www.mlive.com, www.woodtv.com, www.cooley.edu) 

http://www.mlive.com/
http://www.woodtv.com
http://www.cooley.edu

