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PROTECTING Wisconsin-State of Wisconsin Prosecutor System

Executive Summary

Wisconsin's district attorneys manage a paper and information-intensive legal process in handling criminal cases to protect the state's citizens.  As state employees, they needed a common system to organize and track all of the data associated with criminal cases and streamline the intensive paper flow in their 71 county-based offices.  The Wisconsin District Attorney Association (WDAA) and the State's Bureau of Justice Information Systems (BJIS) responded to those needs by building one of the nation's first statewide prosecutor case management systems, PROTECT--PROsecutor TEchnology for Case Tracking.  PROTECT is an innovative, sophisticated application that automates the paper flow, gives attorneys fingertip access to up-to-the-minute information about offenders and links prosecutors to courts and others in the justice system.  PROTECT allows for electronic court filing now and is designed to accept electronic police report data so that the information captured at arrest flows seamlessly through the justice system to the courts.  

Today, over 230 attorneys and office staff in 29 Wisconsin counties--and one large county (150 users) in Massachusetts--use PROTECT for criminal and traffic cases and all the related data, documents and notes.  Data stored in PROTECT includes details of the alleged crime and arrest from the police report, information on the suspect's criminal record, victim and witness information and court and office calendaring information.  This data, entered once at intake, is used repeatedly throughout the prosecution process in making charging decisions, generating complaints and notifying victims about case events. 

PROTECT is a prosecutor-driven system, created by developers acutely in tune with prosecutorial activities who involved attorneys, office staff and victim/witness coordinators both in the initial needs assessment and throughout the application development process.  PROTECT was developed in less than a year after an extensive, year-long process of talking to prosecutors, their office staff, victim/witness coordinators and juvenile prosecutors.  The original development team goal was to build the prosecutor's "dream" system--one that would "knock their socks off".  In fact, PROTECT has revolutionized the way offices using it now conduct their business.

PROTECT is receiving national recognition for its innovation, flexibility and sophisticated functionality.  SEARCH is considering PROTECT as the prosecutor component of a national integrated criminal justice system model.  The Hampden County, MA, District Attorney Office implemented PROTECT and is ecstatic about its functionality despite having a considerably different prosecution/court process.  Visual Basic Programming Journal recently named PROTECT as one of its Basic Heroes.

An early BJIS assessment revealed that the same data might be entered at least 79 times between arrest and conviction and a minimum of 5-6 times in the DA office alone.  PROTECT eliminates duplicate data entry, saving time and improving data accuracy.  DA offices with older systems often had multiple entries on the same person and couldn't track their various cases through the office.  With PROTECT, an individual is entered once and all future activity--whether as a defendant, victim, associate or any other role--is tracked from the same original entry.

PROTECT is a client/server application architected to provide a standard system flexible enough to meet the needs of 71 autonomous offices, be easily modified by users, meet the different needs of attorneys and their staff and link easily to other agency systems.  The architecture includes a BASE layer comprised of system objects, a prosecutor-specific layer incorporating case, person, event data and a third GUI user interface layer.  The SQL Server database tracks relationships between individuals in the database as well as case data and the State's criminal statutes.  PROTECT integrates the State standard Microsoft Office Suite which provides the basic document generation, calendaring and related functionality.

1-Project Description

PROTECT is a prosecutor-driven system

Wisconsin's justice system ranks among the most innovative and effective in the country, in part because of a progressive tradition of balancing public safety with fundamental fairness and constitutional protections and in part because of State's extensive investment in justice system information technology.  PROTECT (PROsecutor TEchnology for Case Tracking) is a sophisticated software developed especially for prosecutor offices by the State's Bureau of Justice Information Systems (BJIS) in partnership with the Wisconsin District Attorney Association (WDAA), a voluntary professional organization made up of the State's 71 elected prosecutors.  Core functionality that identifies and tracks offenders and cases and fully automates the daily operations of the prosecutor's office is now implemented in 29 of the State's 71 counties. A new release with major enhancements to the system, including a court interface, is slated to be released in July 2001, and plans to add a law enforcement interface are underway. 

The first PROTECT counties have been in production with the system for almost 18 months at this point.  Adoption of PROTECT by DA offices is voluntary and remaining counties are lining up for installation. 
PROTECT was created to meet State's parity, efficiency and information sharing goals

Starting in the 1970's, Wisconsin began a process of state assumption of previously local criminal justice functions.  Currently, the state funds and manages a unified court system from trial through appellate levels, an extensive state public defender program and a statewide corrections system that includes probation and parole and both juvenile and adult correctional programs and facilities.  In addition, the state employs prosecutors in all counties in a shared state/county program.  As a result, the state directly funds a significant portion of the automation in the criminal justice system.  For example, Wisconsin has one of the few statewide court computer systems in the country with all but two counties using it, and all 41 state public defender offices share a common state standard computer system.

Prior to 1990, prosecutors (called district attorneys or DA's  in Wisconsin) were county employees.  The Legislature transferred them to state employees in 1990, in large part to establish parity between state- funded public defenders and prosecutors.  In 1995, the goal of parity was extended from salary to automation as the Legislature created a new program to provide state standard technology tools to prosecutors and encourage the electronic sharing of information among state and local justice agencies.  The sense prior to these actions was that prosecutors were at a disadvantage when facing experienced, higher paid and better equipped public defenders in the courtroom. 

All of that changed in 1995.  The District Attorney Information Technology Program (DA IT) was authorized in the 1995-97 biennial budget along with directives to create a statewide case management system for district attorneys and to ensure information could be exchanged electronically with other justice agencies.  To make this happen, BJIS has worked closely with the WDAA IT Committee, chaired by Waukesha DA Paul Bucher, which serves as the primary business customer for BJIS, and with the State Prosecutor Office, a small administrative office also within the State Department of Administration (DOA).  After early delays in resource allocation, the DA IT program got started in mid-1996, and the current efforts to install a standard LAN/WAN environment in all counties to serve as the infrastructure for a standard case management system began in 1997. 

PROTECTing Wisconsin

PROTECT is available to all Wisconsin prosecutor offices free of cost.  Today, four years after the program really got going, 56 of Wisconsin's 71 counties, including its largest county, Milwaukee, are BJIS customers for the LAN/WAN system which provides the PROTECT infrastructure and 29 of those counties also use the PROTECT software.  BJIS has over 800 end user customers in DA offices around the state and serves over 63% of the state's population.  

Wisconsin is well on its way to being the first state with a statewide prosecutor system that not only tracks individuals and cases but fully automates the paper-intensive office processes associated with filing complaints, notifying victims and litigating cases.  Moreover, because of the unique state-centric character of the criminal justice system in the state, Wisconsin will have automated statewide links between prosecutors, courts and law enforcement in the near future.  This is truly revolutionizing the way the wheels of justice turn in the State.

A major challenge that has been met was to create a state standard system that can adapt to a two-user county as well as to a 300+-user county, quickly supports the simplest case while accommodating the most complex case and is useful to both attorneys who need offender, statutory and incident data and support staff who generate the multitude of documents surrounding a criminal case and manage the office calendar.  PROTECT also generates management statistics and reports of critical importance to the larger offices but also useful in responding to public inquiries in all counties.

Hampden County, MA, also uses PROTECT which indicates the adaptability and utility of the system.  According to Hampden County DA William Bennett, his staff conducted an extensive nationwide search of prosecutor software systems and found PROTECT to be the "most comprehensive product" they had seen.  In his words:  "The easy flow of information concerning offenders, victims and witness indexing, the calendaring of schedules, the ability to extract statistical information, digital imaging, and [victim] notification letters makes it, in their opinion, the consummate information system".  PROTECT's flexibility is illustrated by its adaptability to a state where the criminal justice process differs significantly from Wisconsin's.  In Massachusetts, for example, PROTECT is used in the courtroom with court clerks entering data live during court proceedings while in Wisconsin PROTECT is used in DA offices before cases go to court.  

2-Significance of the improvement to the operation of government.

The immediate impact of PROTECT is to revolutionize the paper-intensive work of prosecutor offices, both for support staff who create numerous documents using the same information over and over and for attorneys who continuously seek up to date information on offenders and others related to cases they are prosecuting.  One of the most dramatic features of PROTECT is the creation of over 30 documents using information stored once in a database.  Data is entered once at intake and then any of the multitude of case documents--complaints, warrants, victim notification letters, etc.--are automatically generated with one keystroke.  The time savings for support staff is incredible and the legal liability of attorneys who are required under the State's Victim's Rights Law is dramatically reduced.

The longer term impact of PROTECT on the entire justice process will be even more dramatic.  Work is currently underway to link PROTECT with the state's court computer system, CCAP, which will allow for electronically populating the court database and, at the same time, allow a two-way flow of both case and scheduling information.  Currently, plans are underway to create a front-end for PROTECT to allow police reports to electronically populate the prosecutor database.  When complete, key criminal justice information will be entered into one system at the data's point of origin and flow seamlessly through the law enforcement, prosecutor and court systems.  

The most significant impacts on the administration and operation of the criminal justice system are:

· dramatically improving efficiency and reducing duplicate data entry (note:  a preliminary study in Wisconsin indicated the same information was entered 79 times between law enforcement and completion of the court process);

· vastly improving the accuracy of data by reducing the opportunity for error via re-keying;

· reducing costs related to storage of the same data in multiple electronic and/or paper files;

· allowing both support and attorney staff more time to spend on the real work instead of on manipulating paper documents and files;

· making information available more quickly to support appropriate charging and sentencing decisions, thereby improving both public safety and the integrity of the criminal justice process.
PROTECT's value to government operations was proven when changes to over 7700 statutes and charging language were made in less than an hour to reflect Truth-in-Sentencing law changes.

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state.

PROTECT was designed by BJIS in partnership with the WDAA.  Four focus groups--attorneys, support staff, victim/witness coordinators, juvenile staff--representing small, medium and large counties in all parts of the state--documented the underlying business processes and desired features in great detail.  A year was spent gathering prosecutor requirements before system design began.  Several prosecutors worked with developers in an iterative development process so that screens, data, movement through the system, etc., all felt right to the people who use the system.  As a result, the system works as prosecutors and their staff want it to work.

A typical response is that of Ozaukee DA Sandy Williams:

"I would like to take this opportunity to let you know how pleased our office is with the new Protect system which was implemented in January 2001. We were somewhat nervous at the prospect of starting off the year with new computer software, but it was our belief that it was time to update the way we processed cases to become more efficient. The Protect system has done that and so much more! …

Some feedback from my staff include 

· 'Protect is a great system that cuts the time it takes to draft a complaint in half' 

· 'Protect makes our old data management system seem obsolete.' 

· 'I love the fact that we basically only have to enter information regarding an individual once.' and 

· 'I don’t know how we managed before we used Protect'."

Taylor County DA Mara Johnston reports:  "I know that my office RELIES on this program daily.  It does my scheduling, generates documents and makes information accessible to everyone without the need for scurrying around the office shouting "WHERE'S THE FILE?" like we always used to do.  It allows (multiple) people to work on the same file at once."
Benefits to others include:

Taxpayers:
A single system that was designed to meet user needs was built very quickly (less 



than a year from design to production) and at modest cost.  This reduces the overall



burden of state taxpayers resulting from paying for 71 different, typically incompatible 



systems and improves the efficiency and effectiveness of their prosecutor office through



the ability to share data with other prosecutors and eventually with courts and law 



enforcement.  Since PROTECT is supported centrally with a small staff, the need for



71 local IT offices to dedicate staff for prosecutor support is also reduced.

Agency:
Prosecutors now have a statewide system comparable to courts and public defenders.



There is parity among the three parties to a criminal case in the electronic tools available.  



PROTECT also puts all DA's on an equal footing--the DA in a two-person office has the

same electronic tools as the largest office.  Because of the system's flexibility, however, each office can tailor the amount of information it enters and the format of its documents.  

There is a single system that each county office can modify, within limits, to meet its own needs but BJIS does not bear the burden of maintaining customized systems.  Finally, the

State's prosecutors are currently 71 individuals increasingly being asked to operate as a

single agency in terms of allocating staff resources, providing management information

and responding to criminal situations.  PROTECT establishes an electronic foundation to allow prosecutors to respond as a single system with consistent data collectible on a statewide basis.

State:

In addition to the benefits listed above, the State benefits by reduced costs for technology



for prosecutors who are state employees and potentially by having a single reliable



source of management data related to the prosecutorial function within the criminal justice



system.  Information currently of interest includes the average time to prosecute different 



types of cases, the impact of legislative decisions on prosecutorial workload and on case 



dispositions and whether victims are appropriately involved in the charging and 



prosecution of offenders.  PROTECT generates information on these and other questions 



and ultimately will provide statewide as well as individual county answers to those 



questions.



Beyond the State, there are significant benefits to county government through the use of

PROTECT.  First, the cost of providing and supporting IT tools for prosecutors is removed. Second, since counties continue to provide office staff, space and other office

resources, the benefits realized by eliminating data re-entry within and across local agencies, minimizing legal liabilities by improving data quality (getting the right person and charging them with the right crime) and providing the opportunity for speeding up the criminal justice process occur extensively at the county, rather than state, level.   
Return on investment/short-term/long-term payback

Short-term paybacks include:

· avoidance of multiple counties purchasing and supporting multiple, possibly incompatible systems

· getting standard, tailored software into the hands of all state prosecutors in a short time frame

· meeting nearly all high priority customer needs immediately

Long-term paybacks include:

· the ability to instantly share information between 71 courts and prosecutor offices with one flip of the switch (one interface) upon completion of the PROTECT/CCAP interface now under development;

· freeing staff from the burden of massive duplicate date entry to do higher priority tasks;

· improved data accuracy in support of appropriate arrest, charging and sentencing decisions.

Finally, building PROTECT was cost effective.  Release 1.0 was developed by contract staff at a cost of approximately $2.0 million compared to purchasing a package of similar functionality at an assumed cost of $90,000 per county or $6.3 million for the state, before customization.

Technical Design

PROTECT's basic application architecture is client/server, consisting of distributed PROTECT servers with a relational database and an object-oriented client front-end.  Ultimately, the distributed, county-based databases will forward county data to a central data warehouse of DA case and offender information that will allow statewide compilation and analysis as well as sharing information between DA's in different counties.  The architecture supports:

· interfaces to the courts, criminal history repository, corrections, law enforcement and other agencies;

· courtroom access by DA's using laptops as well as conventional desktop use;

· voice, audio and video data;  

· compliance with state and national justice information technology standards;

Office automation functions, calendaring and document production are provided through integration with Microsoft Office.

The layered technical architecture is comprised of four levels.  At the lowest level is the framework, implemented both in Visual Basic and SQL Server.  It is made up of application-independent objects and methods.  Examples include management of connections, security, profiles and forms.  The second layer is BASE and has the primary role of providing business-object persistence management.  It also is independent and implemented both in VB and SQL Server.  The third layer is the User-Defined-Class, or UDC, and is the first PROTECT-specific software.  It contains the non-visual business objects such as case, incident, individual, etc.  The majority of UDC software is developed in VB.  The final layer is the user interface layer which is implemented using VB and traditional GUI interfaces.

Below is a diagram of the functional architecture:
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