Annual Report
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Amy Vanderhoef
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[This annual report is a means of highlighting and communicating the accomplishments and
needs of the Clerk of Court’s Office in an open and transparent manner. This report covers
statistical, fiscal, personnel information, the achievements during the past year, and
challenges in the new year.]
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Infroduction
This annual report is a means of highlighting and communicating the
accomplishments and needs of the Clerk of Court’s Office in an open and
transparent manner. This report covers statistical, fiscal, personnel information
and our achievements during the past year and challenges in the new year.

The Clerk of Circuit Court is a public, constitutional officer elected for a
four-year term in a countywide race. This office is responsible for a variety of
record keeping functions of the courts as set forth in 859.40, Wis. Stats. The
Clerk is the custodian of the circuit court record and is responsible for court
administration, jury management, and court finances.

Court Administration

Racine County is the 515t Circuit Court of Wisconsin. We are the fourth
largest circuit court in the state in terms of number of judges. We are part of the
second Judicial Administrative District, along with Kenosha and Walworth
Counties. As part of the district, we share judicial resources including a Chief
Judge and a District Court Administrator. The current Chief Judge is Racine
Circuit Court Judge Wynne Laufenberg. The Deputy Chief Judge is Kenosha
County Circuit Court Judge Chad Kerkman.

Racine County has ten (10) judges, a Judicial Court Commissioner, a
Family Court Commissioner, two (2) Deputy Family Court Commissioners, a staff
of thirty-eight (38) full-time, three-and-a-half (3 1/2) contracted, and roughly
fifteen (15) part-time/on-call employees. The county pays the salaries of the
staff, including the Register in Probate, as well as the family and the judicial court
commissioners. The state pays for the salaries of the judges and their court
reporters.

The Clerk of Circuit Court’s office is responsible for court administration,
specifically the court’s administrative operations, facilities, budget, and case
management. This can also be described as ‘making court happen.’

In 2024, the Clerk of Court’s office processed approximately two-hundred
eighty-thousand (280,000) documents. We scheduled for and coordinated
twenty-three (23) court locations across the county. We scheduled over forty-
eight thousand (48,000) hearings.

Custodian of the Record
Record keeping for the courts is governed by state statute and Wisconsin
Supreme Court rule. These require that the Clerk maintain records of all
documents filed with the courts, keep a record of court proceedings and collect
various fees, fines and forfeitures ordered by the court or specified by statute.
The Clerk of Circuit Court also must establish and promote procedures for
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reasonable access to court records as well as maintain the confidentiality of
records as set forth by statute and court order. We divide our records as follows:

Civil Actions

Civil Court routinely handles noncriminal cases usually involving private
property rights. For example, lawsuits involving breach of contract, probate,
divorce, negligence, copyright violations, and injunctions are just a few of the
many hundreds of varieties of civil actions. The divisions in the Racine County
Civil Courts are as follows:

Civil & Small Claims

Large Claim Civil

Large Claim Civil cases commonly involve claims for money or property
worth over $10,000. If the claim involves money or property worth $10,000 or
less, it must be filed as a small claims (SC) case. Such suits include Personal
Injury, Medical Malpractice, Money Judgments, etc. Other types of civil suits
are restraining orders/injunctions, declaratory judgments, appeals from
government agency or municipal court decisions, foreclosures, garnishments,
minor court settlements, name changes, etc.

Civil (CV) Filings: 1,708 civil cases were filed in 2024. This represents a
thirteen percent (13%) increase from 2023, and only a four percent (-4%)
decrease compared to 2014. Our ten year average is about 1,515 cases.
a. Civil Injunctions (CV):
I. Domestic Abuse: 142 Petitions for Domestic Abuse Injunctions
were filed.
ii. Harassment: 221 Petitions for Harassment Injunctions were filed.
iii. Child abuse/Other-injunction/restraining order: 12 Petitions filed

The majority of civil cases are handled by two (2) full time judges. Civil
scheduling conferences are held by the Judicial Court Commissioner (JCC).
Restraining Orders/Injunctions, which accounted for twenty-one percent
(21%) of all 2024 Civil filings, are heard by the Court Commissioners,
specifically, Harassment Injunctions are heard by the JCC and Domestic
Abuse Injunctions are heard by the Family Court Commissioner (FCC) or a
Deputy Family Court Commissioner (DFCC). Civil Child Abuse Restraining
Orders/Injunctions are heard by the Juvenile Court Judge and Vulnerable
Adult Restraining Orders/Injunctions are heard by the Probate Court Judge.

A change in the assignment of Injunction DeNovos took effect in August 2022.
Requests for DeNovo Review of Domestic Abuse Injunctions heard by the FCC
and the DFCCs are scheduled before one of the Family Court Judges.
DeNovos for Harassment Injunctions, heard by the JCC, are scheduled before
one of the Civil Court Judges. Prior to this change one of the Family Court
Judges heard these hearings.
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Small Claims Civil

II.  Small Claims court is a special type of civil court where disputes may be
resolved more quickly and inexpensively than in other court proceedings.
Small claims court is limited to claims of $10,000 or less. However, it may
include third-party claims of $5,000 or less. The three most common types of
small claims cases are claims for money, evictions regardless of the amount
claimed, and replevin (return of personal property) actions.

Small Claims (SC) Filings: 4,844 Small Claims cases were filed in 2024. This
represents a small increase (2%) from 2023. Our numbers are definitely coming
back up from the all time low filings from the COVID pandemic in 2021 with only
3,566 cases filed.
a. Evictions & Replevin (SC):
i.  Eviction Actions: 1173 were filed in 2024, down fourteen percent
(14%) from 2023.
ii. Replevin Actions: 64 were filed in 2024, up thirty percent (42%)
from 2023.

All eviction and replevin actions are heard by the two (2) civil courts judges
per Wisconsin Statute and Local Court Rule.

Roughly, seventy (70%) to seventy-five percent (75%) of the Small Claims
caseload is handled from beginning to the end by the Clerk of Courts’ staff.
There is one full-time clerk handling these cases from beginning to end.
b. Contested/Uncontested Small Claims (SC):
i. Contested Cases: 143 cases were contested in 2024, down from
228 contested cases in 2023.
ii. Default Judgment: 2,646 cases were granted judgment in
default.

A judicial officer only hears small claims cases if contested and goes to trial.
Contested small claims trials are heard by the Judicial Court Commissioner
and the two (2) civil courts.

Mandatory eFiling for Civil and Small Claims cases began December 2016.
With mandatory filing required for attorneys and high-volume filing agents, in
2024 we have seen an average of roughly eighty-six percent (87%) of all
Small Claims cases and seventy-four percent (74%) all of Civil cases are filed
electronically. The lower percentage for civil cases is due to Temporary
Restraining Orders and Injunctions being filing predominately by pro-se (un-
represented) filers.
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Figure 1 Civil and Small Claims Filings

Family
l"l.

Family court handles cases involving domestic issues including divorce,
paternity, child-custody, etc. Family cases (FA) are filed for purpose of
divorce or separation, maintenance, or child-custody issues. A paternity case
(PA) is filed when the parents of a child were never married. The purpose of
these confidential cases is to establish parental rights over a child and to set
custody, placement, and child support orders.

Paternity (PA) Filings: In 2024, 761 new Paternity cases were filed; this
represents a six percent (6%) increase from 2023. 2020 still has the highest
number of paternity filings in ten (10) years at 811 filings.

Family (FA) Filings: 1113 Family cases were filed. This is about a four
percent (4%) decrease from 2023.

These cases are handled by one (1) full time judge and thirty percent (30%)
of another’s judge’s time (the other 70% is probate matters). Cases which
are not contested are handled by the Family Court Commissioner and Deputy
Family Court Commissioners. Most of the court’s time is spent in handling
post-judgment cases. Post-judgment cases may go on until the child(ren)
reach the age of eighteen (18). Custody cases are particularly difficult and
take a considerable amount of the court’s time. The county spends about
seventy percent (70%) of its budgeted amount for Guardian Ad Litems (GALS)
on custody matters.
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Mandatory eFiling for Family and Paternity cases began December 2016.
With its implementation for attorneys, we have seen an average of about
seventy seven percent (71%) of all Family cases and just over ninety-nine
percent (99.3%) of all Paternity cases filed electronically. The Racine County
Child Support Agency continued to be the largest e-Filer. The relatively low
percent of electronic filing in Family cases is due, by-in large, to the large
number of pro-se (un-represented) filers.
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Figure 2 Family and Paternity case filings

Probate
V.

Probate court is a specialized court that deals with the property and debts of a
person who has died. The basic role of the probate court is to assure that the
deceased person's creditors are paid, and that any remaining assets are
distributed to the proper beneficiaries.

Guardianship (GN) Filings: 107 cases were filed. This number is at an all
time low, down twenty seven percent (-27%) from 2023.

Juvenile Mental (JM) Filings: 59 cases were filed, which represents the
highest in this case filing in 10 years, and representing a thirty one percent
(31%) increase from 2023.

Mental Commitments (ME) Filings: 188 Mental Commitments were filed.
This is a sixteen percent (-16%) decrease from 2023.

Probate (PR) Filings: 403 cases were filed, which is up ten percent (10%)
from 2023.

6|Page



One judge handles these matters. This judge spends roughly seventy percent
(70%) of their time on probate matters and the reminder of their time on family
matters.

Probate cases are mostly administrative, and only involve the judge when a
matter is contested. We recently added a full time clerk Register in Probate
to help with probate matters. The Probate Registrar handles the
administration of all informal probate proceedings. The Probate Registrar
advises as to the preparation of documents, but may not give legal advice to
the personal representative. Racine County does have a policy in effect
whereby we collect reimbursement for the GAL and doctor’s costs. An annual
review by the GAL on the status of a person protectively placed is required by
855, Wis. Stats. Subsequent summary hearings, called a WATTS review, are
heard by the Judicial Court Commissioner.

Mandatory eFiling for some probate matters was implemented on July 1,
2017. Roughly ninety-nine percent (98.7%) of Guardianship cases are filed
electronically while an average of roughly ninety-eight percent (97.7%) of
probate cases per month have been filed electronically.

Minor Guardianship Legislation 2019 Wisconsin Act 109 went into effect on
August 1, 2020. This moved Minor Guardianships of the Person from the
Wis. Stats. 854 to the Juvenile statutes found in Wis. Stats. §48. Minor
Estates Guardianships remain in Wis. Stats. 854. This means that if a person
files for guardianship of a minor they must file in juvenile court and if a person
files for guardianship of a minor’s estates they must file in probate court.
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Figure 3 Probate case filings
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Criminal & Juvenile Actions

Criminal Court is concerned with actions that are dangerous or harmful to society

as a whole. Because of this, prosecution is pursued not by an individual but rather by
the State represented by the District Attorney’s Office. Criminal Court, in general,
handles violations of state law, including both Felony and Misdemeanor charges.
Traffic Court handles criminal traffic charges, County Ordinance violations, State Patrol
citations, and Department of Natural Resource citations.

Juvenile Court has special jurisdiction over underage defendants who violate

state law, county ordinance, or any child who is abused, neglected or dependent.
Usually, this court has jurisdiction of those under the age of 18.

Felony

Felony cases are crimes sufficiently serious enough to be punishable by a term
of incarceration in prison. These can include such crimes as homicide, sexual
assault, arson, robbery or burglary.

Felony (CF): 1532 felonies were filed in this division. This represents a one
percent (1%) increase from 2024. This number is slightly up from last year, but
still considerably low compared to the past 15 years.

Three (3) full-time judges handle the felony cases. Pretrial matters, including
initial appearances and preliminary hearings, for all felony case are heard by the
Judicial Court Commissioner.

Mandatory eFiling for Criminal Court began March 2017. All criminal court cases
are initiated electronically from an interface with the District Attorney’s Office.
Additionally, upon disposition, documents in Felony matters are transmitted
electronically via interface to the Department of Corrections.
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Figure 4 Felony case filings

Misdemeanor & Traffic:

Misdemeanor and Criminal Traffic cases are crimes typically described as being
of lesser seriousness than felonies. They are generally punishable by a term of
incarceration in the county jail and/or a monetary fine.

Misdemeanors (CM) Filing: 1,728 misdemeanor cases were filed. This is
about a fourteen percent (14%) increase from 2023, with 2022 being the lowest
we've seen at 1,475 cases.

Criminal Traffic (CT) Filing: 752 criminal traffic cases were filed. A seventeen
percent (-17%) decrease from 2023 and the lowest we’'ve seen ever. | believe
this is due to the diversion program offered in the District Attorney’s office,
wherein, criminal traffic cases are not charged and issued as traffic citations, if
diversion is completed.

Forfeitures (FO) Filing: 1,217 forfeitures cases were filed, which is slightly up
from last year’s 10 year low. This number represents a thirteen percent (13%)
increase from 2023.

Traffic (TR) Filings: 15,749 traffic citations were filed. This number is down
from last year, which | was hoping we would see an increase due to the diversion
program. This number represents a seven percent (-7%) decrease since 2023.

Two (2) full-time judges handle the misdemeanor and traffic cases. These

judges divide the caseload equally. Initial appearances for all misdemeanor
cases are handled by the Judicial Court Commissioner.
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The majority of traffic (TR) and forfeiture (FO) cases are violations of state law
and local ordinances that are punishable by a fine only. These cases are
disposed of by clerks by default or after defendants have pre-trial meetings with
the District Attorney’s Office. The traffic court procedure changed to mirror
Kenosha in 2023 wherein a person has to file a not guilty plea in order to be able
to appear in court to meet with the DA for a pretrial meeting. These numbers
may be a little skewed as some people that filed not guilty pleas may not have
appeared at the next court date set and therefore default judgments were
entered. Contested traffic and forfeiture cases are heard before the judges.
a. Contested/Uncontested traffic (TR) cases:
i. Contested Cases: 4,961 not guilty pleas were entered in 2024;
representing roughly thirty-two percent (32%) of all traffic cases.
ii. Default Judgment: 11,027 cases resulted in default judgments.

Mandatory eFiling for Criminal Court began March 2017. All criminal court cases
are initiated electronically from an interface with the District Attorney’s Office.
County, State Patrol, and DNR citations are uploaded electronically via interface.
Upon disposition documents are transmitted electronically via interface to the
Department of Motor Vehicles.

The large drop in traffic (TR) and forfeiture (FO) citations can be attributed to the
COVID pandemic. The Sheriff's Office were largely focused on emergency and
essential duties during the pandemic.

2874
1447 1412
i 1259 I | 1217
Misdmeanor Criminal Traffic Forfeitures (FO)

H2015 ®2019 w2024

Figure 5 Misdemeanor & Traffic case filings
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Figure 6 Traffic Ordinance Violation case filings

Juvenile
[ll. The Juvenile court is a special court that deals with minors who have been
accused of violating a criminal statute. The proceedings are civil as opposed to
criminal. Instead of being formally charged with a crime, juvenile offenders are
accused of committing a delinquent act.

The Juvenile court handles delinquency cases, cases involving Child In need of
Protective Services (CHIPS), termination of parental rights, Juvenile Ordinance
violations, and Juvenile restraining orders/Injunctions.

Delinquencies (JV) Filing: 167 cases were filed. A thirteen percent (-13%)
decrease from 2023, which is close to our all time low of 151 cases in 2021.
CHIPS (JC) Filings: 78 Chips actions were filed. This is a forty-two percent
(-42%) decrease from 2023. This number continues to decline.

Termination of Parental Rights (TP) Filings: 27 cases were filed representing
a seventeen percent (17%) increase from 2023, however, our numbers are still
quite low from where they were 10-15 years ago.

Juvenile Ordinance (JO) Filings: 52 cases were filed, which represents a
twenty-seven percent (-27%) decrease from 2023, and our second lowest year
with 2022 being the lowest with 43 cases filed.

Juvenile Injunctions (J1) Filings: 15 petitions for injunction were filed. This
represents a two hundred percent (200%) increase from 2023. We saw an all
time low of only 5 petitions last year so we are slowly coming back up.

Juvenile Guardianships (JG) Filings: 94 petitions for guardianship were filed.
This represents a thirteen percent (-13%) decrease from 2023. We had the most
cases filed in 2022 at 138 cases.
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One (1) full-time judge handles the juvenile division. Delinquencies can include
serious matters such as armed robbery, theft, battery, and sexual assault.
Children in need of protective placement/services (CHIPS) are matters where the
child has potentially been exposed to neglect, abuse, or inadequate care.

Many, if not all, the delinquencies and CHIPS matters require post-dispositional
hearings (ie. extensions, revisions, and periodic review hearings). The post
dispositional hearings require about fifty percent (50%) of the judge’s time on the
bench. There are no jury trials for juvenile court proceedings, with the exception
of CHIPS and Termination of Parental Rights cases. We had three jury trials in
juvenile court in the last five years (2020-2024)

The juvenile judge hears the Child Abuse and Juvenile Injunction (JI) cases. The
probate judge hears the Vulnerable Adult injunction cases.
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Figure 7 Juvenile case filings

County Comparison

Comparison of the number of filings and case dispositions is useful within the

Judicial Administrative District to better understand and identify our workload. Racine is
in the 2" Judicial Administrative District along with Kenosha and Walworth counties.
The other counties are smaller by population than Racine. Kenosha’s population is
roughly fourteen percent (14%) smaller and Walworth’s being just over forty-seven
percent (47%) smaller than Racine’s.
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County County Population? Vs Racine Population
Kenosha 169,151 -14%
Racine 197,727 0%
Walworth 106,478 -46%

Despite the relative similarity in population size, Kenosha has roughly twenty-four
percent (-24%) fewer filings than Racine. At the same time, while Walworth County has
just over half of the population of Racine but carry only about forty percent (40%) of the

filings that Racine does.

1692151

KENOSHA

m Population ®Filings

197727

RACINE

Figure 8 District 2 Population & Circuit Court case filings
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A comparison of the number of judges, number of employees, and case filings
shows that Racine Circuit Court employees carry a higher workload than their District 2
counterparts with Racine carrying just over twenty-four percent (24%) more cases per
employee than Kenosha and over double the number of cases per employee than

Walworth.
County # of Cases _Cases # of Employees | Cases per
Judges | opened? | disposed? | Employees® | per Judge | Employee
Kenosha* 8 22,934 23,269 43.00 5.38 533.35
Racine 10 30,738 30,266 43.00 4.3 714.84
Walworth® 4 12,029 12,159 30.50 7.63 394.39

1 (US Census Bureau)

2 (Office of Court Operations, 2023)
3 Excludes Circuit Court Commissioners

4 (Kenosha County, 2023)
5 (Walworth County, 2023)
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In terms of the number of judges, Racine County is the fourth (4%") largest Circuit
Court in Wisconsin. As such, a comparison between Racine and the other larger
counties is useful. Brown County, specifically, is a useful comparison having a larger,
yet, comparable population.

County County Population® Vs Racine Population
Brown 268,740 36%
Dane 561,504 184%
Milwaukee 939,489 375%
Racine 197,727 0%
Waukesha 406,978 106%

Racine County is significantly smaller in population than Dane, Milwaukee, and
Waukesha counties. Additionally, Racine is only roughly two-thirds (2/3) the size of
Brown County. Despite being smaller than the other four counties, Racine can be
ranked third (3") in terms of number of filings and dispositions with roughly fifteen
percent (15%) more filings than Brown County and thirty percent (30%) less than Dane

county.

Racine County can be ranked first (1%!) or highest in the caseload per employee.
In addition, Racine can be ranked fifth (5") in number of employees and fifth (5) in
employees per Judge.

County # of Cases _Cases # of Employees | Cases per
Judges | opened’ | disposed’ | Employees® | per Judge | Employee
Brown?® 8 26,182 26,230 45.22 5.65 578.99
Danel® 17 43,673 45,493 92 541 474.71
Milwaukee!! 47 103,908 | 103,308 256 5.45 405.89
Racine 10 30,738 30,266 43.00 4.30 714.84
Waukesha'? 12 23,417 23,055 78.68 6.56 297.62

6 (US Census Bureau)
7 (Office of Court Operations, 2023)

8 Excludes Circuit Court Commissioners
9 (Brown County, 2023)
10 (Dane County, 2023)

11 (Milwaukee County, 2023)
12 (Waukesha County, 2023)
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Figure 9 County Filings Comparison

Jury Management

This office is responsible for bringing in, or summoning, qualified jurors for jury
service. In 2020, with the COVID pandemic, jury trials were mostly suspended or
rescheduled. We resumed jury trials in August of 2020 and we proceeded as normal
during 2021. In 2024, we sent out 16,072 questionnaires and sent Jury Summons to
roughly 10,232 Racine County residents.

We did adopt a very liberal rescheduling policy for individual jurors that were in
populations especially vulnerable to COVID-19 or individuals that expressed acute
concern about serving on a jury despite any safety protocols in place. Order to Show
Cause for Contempt hearings, for those individuals that fail to respond to their summons
or fail to appear, should be resuming in 2025. These hearings will be held on a
guarterly basis before our Judicial Court Commissioner.

Our approximate cost per day of a Jury Trial: $961.25

Our 2024 expenses for Jury Management were approximately: $172,093

Financial Management

Trust:
This office collects a great deal of money for the benefit of others and holds that
money in trust. For example, the Clerk of Court’s Office holds bond money
posted by the defendant in criminal matters, money being held for a
determination of the payee by the court, restitution money owed to victims, and
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down payments on foreclosure actions. We collect and disburse this money on a
weekly basis, and often, daily basis.

Revenue:
It is the responsibility of the Clerk of Circuit Court’s Office to collect filing fees,
fines, costs, jail assessments, bond forfeitures, reimbursement of guardian ad
litem fees, attorney fees, witness fees, psychiatric fees, and public defender
attorney fees for juveniles. We are also responsible for submitting reports to the
State in order to collect annual support grants, guardian ad litem fees, and
interpreter reimbursement. Revenues were down this year in that we budgeted
to receive about $1.2 million for county ordinance forfeitures, but only received
roughly $760,000.

Our revenues for 2024 were approximately: $3,996,673

Expenditures:
This office pays for all withesses summoned by the District Attorney and Public
Defender offices; pays Jurors for service and mileage; pays psychologists and
psychiatrists who perform evaluations for defendants, juveniles, and for probable
mental commitment cases. We pay for court appointed attorneys for indigent
defendants, Guardian Ad Litems (GAL) for juveniles, family matters, and
guardianships and provide court reporters for the family court commissioners and
the judicial court commissioner.

Our expenses for 2024 were approximately: $5,184,859

Electronic/Online Payments:
This office has been collecting payments for fines and fees via two online portals
since late 2008. We use an online service, Government Payment Systems
(GPS) and an integrated online service through the Wisconsin Court System
(CCAP). 2019 saw just under twenty-five thousand (24,703) online payment
transactions. The total dollar amount for online payments in 2019 was just over
three point six million dollars ($3,600,000), an increase of fifty-seven percent
(57%) over 2016 and a three-thousand, six hundred, thirty-two percent (3,632%)
increase from 2008. Each year since 2019 we are averaging right around
$3,000,000 for online payments, give or take a percentage or two. In 2024, we
saw twenty-two thousand three hundred seven (22,307) online payment
transactions.

Our payments collected online for 2024 were approximately: $3,307,814

Staffing
An important administrative responsibility of the Clerk of Court’s Office is to
recruit and maintain a competent staff.
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In 2024, we had forty-five (43) full and part-time employees (excluding the Family
Court Commissioner, Deputy Family Court Commissioners, Judicial Court
Commissioner, and on-call bailiffs). Of this staff, thirty-seven (38) were county
employees and five (5) were contracted employees, with three (3) of the contracted staff
working full-time, and two (2) working part-time.

About fifty-six percent (56%) of the staff have been with the office less than five
(5) years. Fourteen percent (14%) of the staff have been with the office for over twenty
(20) years. Average staff tenure in 2020 was approximately eight (8) years per
employee. Average staff tenure in 2008 was approximately 17 years per employee. Our
average staff tenure for 2024 is slightly over 7 years.

Staff training is typically done on a one-on-one basis within the various divisions
of the office. In 2017, to provide additional staff training, we implemented ‘Lunch &
Learn’ trainings. These training were non-mandatory training sessions over lunch
hours. Training topics included Family & Child Support, Sealing & Redacting Court
Records, Criminal Competency Exams, and Judgment of Convictions and
understanding sentencings. Due to our new closing time implemented in October, we
have not had these “Lunch and Learn” trainings, but have closed the window a few
times for the lunch hour for some trainings and staff meetings. We continue to schedule
training as needed either as a whole to the entire staff or to each individual area.
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Figure 10 Tenure by Employee (Contract vs County)
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Goals and Challenges for 2025

There are a number of goals and challenges for 2025. These include:

Collections. In 2020, we began utilizing the State Debt Collection
Agency (SDC), a division of the Wisconsin Department of Revenue
(DOR), as our sole collection agency. We have had great success with
SDC with an increase in our overall collection rates. Our accounting team
continues to work hard each and every day on collecting debt for cases
and working with people to get their debt paid with payments plans.

Court Appointed Attorneys. We continue to see a need for Court
Appointed Attorneys appointed at county expense. We saw an all time
high in payments in 2023 (over $900,000) for court appointed attorneys.
We saw a decrease in 2024 ($550,000) and it appears we are trending
downward with putting cases back to the State Public Defender’s office for
appointment. We are working with SPD to appoint attorneys we find to
take cases, when possible.

Court Reporters. There are on-going nationwide, shortages of
stenographic court reporters. Many of the state’s experienced
stenographic court reporters are reaching retirement age and there are
only a limited number of new graduates from court reporting schools.
Wisconsin has lost one of its court reporting programs (Madison College
ended its program in 2022), leaving Lakeshore Technical College as the
only remaining program in the state to offer a court reporting

program. While court reporters are state employees, the shortage will
affect county operations. We have DAR units in all of our courtrooms and
hearing rooms in an emergency if no court reporter is available. This is
available to county employees in the courtroom who would also perform
limited operation of state-owed Digital Audio Recorder (DAR) units.

Facilities. The LEC Refresh project continues with both the traffic and
felony office work finishing on Monday, April 1. We are working with
Facilities Management (FM) on a couple more items in the Law
Enforcement Center, including better signage for court and courtrooms.

Guardian ad Litem (GAL). We continue to contract with six (6) attorneys
to serve as GALs. Contract rate was increased for budget year 2024.

Interpreter Services. In 2018, we hired a full-time Spanish interpreter
position. That position is currently vacant and no qualified applicants were
received while the position was posted. We have the position posted
again to see if we can get any qualified candidates. Interpreters are
independent contractors with no regulation mandate on rates. We are
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seeing an increase in many of the rates. Clerks are working to schedule
cases throughout the week so we do not have to bring in multiple Spanish
interpreters on any given day. (using designated Spanish interpreter
calendar for cases). Although the Director of State Courts’ Office has
changed from a reimbursement model for payments to Circuit Courts to a
payment model, the formula used does not cover all the expenses paid
out for interpreters. With our staff interpreter, including fringe benefits, we
spent about $200,000 on interpreters last year, and received a little over
$57,000 reimbursement from the State.

o Scanning. This is a big project and one that we continue to put on the
back burner. We have criminal files and family files that require scanning.
Our current staff will grab files for scanning in both of these areas, as time
permits. Our scanning backlog would really require a full-time staff
member for each area to even begin scratching the surface of our
scanning backlog.

. Staffing. Retention of quality staff members is a priority. We are working
to ensure everyone has the proper training and resources available to
perform their job duties and provide the best customer service to the
public that we serve. We have resumed our Lunch and Learn trainings
monthly during the lunch hour for staff members to take advantage. This
may require us to close some windows so staff can attend but proper
notice will be given and the window will reopen promptly at the end of the
lunch hour. These are usually held on a Friday during the lunch hour. We
are anxiously awaiting the results of the salary study.

o Zoom. Zoom is still being utilized in courtrooms, for certain appearances,
since the pandemic, which is a huge cost saving to the county by not
bringing defendants here from prisons and/or other facilities.

e Equipment. Most of our courtrooms and hearing rooms are equipped
with the all of the equipment (sound equipment, printers, and DAR’s)
needed to run court smoothly. Looking to the future, we are always
looking at technology and ways to improve our courtrooms to make them
operate more efficiently day-to-day and during jury trials. One item to look
at is getting rid of the bulky polycom carts as they take up quite a bit of
space in the courtrooms, not to mention the cords involved. These were a
quick fix during COVID to get connected to remote appearances, which
worked out great. The idea for the upgrades may start with the 6% floor
courtroom remodel/upgrade which is due this year.

Amy Vanderhoef
Clerk of Circuit Court
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