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TO: The Honorable Members of the
Rhode Island General Assembly

Submitted herein is the fifth annual report produced by the Administrative
Office of State Courts.

The last year brought many changes and improvements in the court system.
Every court made significant efforts to improve their service to the people of the
state with new programs and operational reforms. While this report can neither
cover all new programs nor describe all accomplishments in the state courts, it does
summarize the more significant events and activities of the year.

Pictures of interesting aspects of the several buildings that house the state courts
illustrate this report. A number of these buildings deserve recognition for their
architectural and historical significance. While the courts have traditionally been
well-housed, in recent years they have been hampered by some inadequate facilities.
Many court locations have insufficient room, inappropriate floor plans, or deterior-
ating buildings. The Judicial Department has made several studies to identify nec-
essary improvements in existing buildings and to specify the need for additional
court facilities. These important capital improvements cannot be made until the
Legislature provides the appropriate financing.

Sincerely,

Joseph A. Bevilacqua
Chief Justice, Supreme Court
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DIVISIONS OF THE DISTRICT COURT
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SUPERIOR AND FAMILY COURTS
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SUPREME COURT

appeals

appeals

5 Justices;

Total Staff-72

SUPERIOR COURT
17 Justices; Total Staff-117

CRIMINAL CIVIL

A11 Felonies Over $5,000
Equity
Condemnation
Naturalization
Extradition
Mandamus
Habeas Corpus
Probate Appeals
Zoning Board Appeals|

[}

FAMILY COURT

9 Judges; Total Staff-116
JUVENILE DOMESTIC RELATIONS
Delinquency Divorce
Dependency Support
Mental Health Custody
Traffic Adoption
ADULT

Contributing to Delinquency
Wayward to Juvenile
Non-Support

Paternity
A11 Jury Trials
certiorari
appeals mummm—n DISTRICT COURT
13 Judges; Total Staff-65
CRIMINAL CIVIL
Misdemeanors To $5,000

Felony Arraignments

Administrative Agency Appeals

Small Claims
Mental Health

Superior Court

The Superior Court is the state’s trial court of gen-
eral jurisdiction. It hears civil matters concerning claims
in excess of {5,000 and all equity proceedings. It also
has original jurisdiction over all crimes and offenses
except as otherwise provided by law. All indictments
found by grand juries or brought under information
charging are returned to Superior Court, and all jury
trials are held there. It has appellate jurisdiction over
decisions of local probate and municipal courts. Except
as specifically provided by statute, criminal and civil
cases tried in the District Court can also be brought to
the Superior Court on appeal where they receive a trial
d: novo. In addition, there are numerous appeals and
statutory proceedings, such as highway redevelopment,
and other land condemnation cases. Concurrently with
the Supreme Court, it has jurisdiction of writs of habeas
corpus, mandamus, and certain other prerogative writs.
Appeals from the Superior Court are heard by the Su-
preme Court.

Supreme Court

The Supreme Court is the highest court in the state,
and in this capacity not only has final advisory and
appellate jurisdiction on questions of law and equity,
but also has supervisory powers over the courts of in-

ferior jurisdiction. Its area of jurisdiction is statewide.
It has general advisory responsibility to both the legis-
lative and executive branches of state government and
passes upon the constitutionality of legislation. Another
responsibility of the Supreme Court is the regulation
of admission to the Bar and the discipline of its members.

The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court also serves
fas the executive head of the entire state court system.
Acting in this capacity, he appoints the State Court Ad-
ministrator and the staff of the Administrative Office
of the State Courts. This office performs personnel, fis-
cal. and purchasing functions for the state court system.
In addition, the Administrative Office serves a wide
range of management functions, including consolidated,
long-range planning; the collection, analysis, and re-
porting of information on court caseload and operations;
the development and implementation of management
improvement projects in specified areas; and the appli-
cation for and administration of federal grants for the
court system.

The State Law Library is also under the direction
of the Supreme Court. This library provides an inte-
grated legal reference system. Its first responsibility is
to provide reference materials and research services for
judges and staff of all courts. However, as the only cen-
tralized law collection of any magnitude in the state,
it also serves as a resource for the general community.

‘lIIlIiIIlllIIlIIIIlIIlIllllllllllllll....lllll.ll.‘




1976 IN THE RHODE ISLAND COURTS

The words and statistics that follow give a brief overview of activity in the
Rhode Island State Courts during the past year. The programs and events described
are only meant to be representative of the many activities and accomplishments of
that year.

This part of the report has been divided into four main sections; one for each
of the state courts. However, since there are many centralized or cooperative activ-
ities in the state court system, a program described in a section on one court could
have involved another court or the entire system.

Judicial Budget

The state courts present a unified budget request to the Governor each year.
The Governor usually makes some adjustments in this budget before including it
in his total state budget as submitted to the Legislature. The Legislature often makes
some additional changes before approving the Governor’s budget. The chart below
compared the judicial budget with the total state budget for the last four fiscal
years. For 1974-75 and 1975-76 actual expenditure figures are used. The figures used
for 1976-77 are the amounts allocated by the Legislature, and the 1977-78 figures are
from the Governor’s budget recommendations.

TOTAL STATE BUDGET

JUDICIAL
EXECUTIVE AND BUDGET

LEGISLATIVE

BUDGET —-_———) 0.

99.05%

95%

STATE BUDGET
INCREASE

JUDICIAL BUDGET
INCREASE

JUDICIAL SHARE

74-75 75-76 76-77 77-78
647,241,631 748,928,458 816,551,527 860,045,376
59,351,797 101,686,827 64,623,069 43,493,849
7,094,631 7,532,346 7,701,669 8,138,590
1,160,603 437,715 169,323 436,921

1.102

1.012

0.942

0.952




Carved wooden doorway to the Supreme Court hearing room in the Providence County Courthouse.

SUPREME COURT

The Supreme Court caseload, which has been continuously growing in recent
years, increased an alarming 26% during the 1975-76 court year. The number of
new cases docketed each year has increased at a rate much greater than the increase
in the number of cases terminated by the court. Consequently, the number of dock-
eted cases waiting to be heard has grown year by year (see chart below).

Although hampered by a vacancy on the bench for three months while the new
Chief Justice was elected and sworn in, the court disposed of 330 cases in the 1976
court year. This represented an increase over the previous year's dispositions. How-
ever, 422 new cases were docketed during the same periods, so the total number of
cases on the docket at the end of the court year rose to 447.

LR ERR

CASES ON THE DOCKET
AT THE END OF THE YEAR

-

s A B

' A
1972 1973 1974 1975 1976

New Chief Justice Takes Office

In April, Joseph A. Bevilacqua was sworn in as
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. He filled the posi-
tion vacated by the retirement of the late Chief Justice
Thomas H. Roberts, who had served on the court for
20 years.

Chief Justice Bevilacqua has been a member of the
Bar for 28 years and served in the state legislature for
21 years. He presided over the House of Representatives
as its elected Speaker for 7 years.

In an address given at his swearing-in ceremonies,
Chief Justice Bevilacqua outlined his plans and hopes
for progress in the state courts. He called for the par-
ticipation of every member of the judiciary in planning
this progress, and he recognized that the judiciary must
be given adequate support with appropriate facilities and
equipment, sufficient court personnel. and adequate
correctional resources. He also pledged to consider al-
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SUPERIOR COURT

In 1976, the Superior Court took several steps to better handle its rising caseload
of more complex and lengthy trials. With these efforts, the Court sought to bring
cases to trial more quickly and to improve the efficiency of court operations. Al-
though the movement of a case to trial depends on the actions of many agencies
and individuals outside the courts, a more direct and active role has been deemed
appropriate for the Court in coordinating, scheduling, and directing these actions.

=00 P H e

Court Moves to Control Criminal
Trial Schedule

Scheduling of criminal cases for trial by an office
of the Department of the Attorney General (the state
prosecutor) has caused problems for the court in several
ways. Since Tate v. Howard, 110R1 641, 296 A2d 19
(1972) held the court responsible for lengthy delay in
bringing a defendant to trial, the court has been under
pressure to shorten disposition times. National standards
for the administration of justice also call for court-
controlled case scheduling. It has also been difficult to
coordinate the daily hearing calendar, which is set by
the court, and the master trial calendar, which is sched-
uled by the prosecutor; so conflicts and delays some-
times developed.

These problems have been a concern of the Court
Component Committee, a group of representatives from
the Attorney General, the Public Defender, the Courts.
and Probation and Parole. This committee asked the
Adjudicatory Planning Unit (APU) to study criminal

South Main Street entrance to the Providence County Courthouse.

case scheduling problems and to investigate possible
solutions. On the recommendation of the committee,
plans were made to place the criminal assignment func-
tion under the court’s control. The establishment of the
Criminal Assignment Office resulted from this move.

An allocation for future federal funding has been
received from the LEAA to support some additional
expense involved in this transfer. The APU has con-
tinued to work with the court and the committee to
plan the details involved in setting up the new court
Criminal Assignment Office. These plans were imple-
mented by an administrative order of the Presiding
Justice to take effect at the beginning of 1977.

The expected benefits of criminal trial scheduling
by the court were specified in this administrative order
and in other documents concerning the Criminal As-
signment Office. These objectives include: rational and
predictable selection of cases to be placed on the calendar,
avoidance of conflicts with the daily hearing calendar
and with calendars in other counties, and reduction of
the time between arraignment and trial.



Citizens



Justice and the women of the International Institute. A
small band entertained in the third floor Lawyers
Lounge playing patriotic and ethnic tunes. A buffet
was also provided.

Clerk’s Office Personnel Confer

Court clerks and other Superior Court employees
met for two days at the beginning of May to learn about
new programs and future plans for court improvement.
The conference, held in Newport, also allowed the par-
ticipants to discuss topics important to court operations,
to improve communications between the various county
clerks’ offices, and to air problems in relations with
other judicial agencies.

Conference work groups produced recommendations
concerning a wide variety of topics. One suggestion that
was implemented involved the formation of a Clerk’s
Office Council to follow-up on some of the other con-
ference recommendations and to provide a forum for
continued discussion of issues concerning court opera-
tions. A compilation of the findings and suggestions of
conference work groups was prepared and presented to
this council at one of its first meetings. The council has
met several times during the year.

Over the two days of the conference, several speak-
ers addressed the participants. These speakers included
the Chief Justice of tic Supreme Court, the Presiding
Justice of the Superior Court, and the State Court Ad-
ministrator.

Courthouse Tours Encouraged

The Superior Court Public Contact Officer helped
more than 200 groups plan tours and educational pro-
grams in the Providence County Courthouse during
1976. He arranged for approximately 2,500 people to
visit all or some of the courthouse attractions including:
The Supreme and Superior Courts, criminal and civil
trials, the Department of the Attorney General includ-
ing the Bureau of Criminal Identification, the Public
Defender’'s Office, and the State Law Library. If re-
quested, tours included talks by judges and justice agency
directors or their representatives.

Some of the groups taking advantage of this program
were primary and high school students, state college
students, as well as civic and fraternal organizations.
The court has received many letters of thanks from
groups and individuals who have taken these court-
house tours.
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Decorative and effective grill wor| on the drivein entrance to the cell block area of the Prowidence County Courthouse.
















DISTRICT COURT

In 1976, the composition of the District Court’s caseload was significantly
changed. Minor traffic violations that previously added a large number of quickly
disposed cases to the court’s workload are now handled administratively by the
Department of Transportation. Other matters that involve more lengthy proceedings
and more judicial effort have been added to the District Court's jurisdiction. These
changes in the character of the court’s workload have to be considered in compari-
sons of caseload statistics collected in 1976 with statistics from previous years.

Additions to the District Court’s jurisdiction are described below. This new
jurisdiction has had a twofold effect on the court’s caseload. Since the court has to
make a record of these proceedings, recording machines and recording clerks are
now available throughout the court. With a record-making capability, the District
Court can now hold bail hearings previously heard in the Superior Court. Legisla-
tion transferring these hearings to the District Court was passed several years ago.
So. in addition to caseload increases caused by filings under the court’s newly ex-
panded jurisdiction, many more bail hearings are now included in the District
Court’s caseload.

New Jurisdiction Expands Caseload

The General Assembly transferred jurisdiction for
several non-jury matters from the Superior Court to the
District Court following the recommendations of the
Legislative Commission to Study Criminal Procedure.
As of October 1, 1976, judges of the District Court pre-
sided at hearings on involuntary civil commitments un-
der the mental health, drug abuse, and alcoholism laws;
review of decisions of the registrar of motor vehicles,
and the traffic violation hearing board; and review of
decisions by the tax administrator, the liquor control
board, and the employment security board. The District

the decisions of those same boards and agencies over
which they have appellate jurisdiction.

Hearings on non-jury matters are scheduled by the
Sixth Division of the District Court at 345 Harris Ave-
nue, Providence. A full record is made of the hearings
with electronic recording equipment, newly acquired for
that purpose. The electronic transcription has made it
possible for the District Court decisions in those matters
to be appealed to the Supreme Court. The District
Court’s judgment is no longer subject to trial de novo in
the Superior Court as is the case with other civil and

Court also has jurisdiction over proceedings to enforce criminal matters.

Decoration on an interior door in the Woonsocket courthouse.
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DISTRICT (COURT:
SIXTH DIVISION DISTRICT COURT

FOURTH DIVISION DISTRICT COURT

s Frank ]J. DiMaio, Deputy Clerk 783-3328
¥ F_—iarns Ty 1693 Kingstown Roa:r
Providence, R. 1. 02909 okt R. L 02892
Raymond D. George, Chief Clerk 331-1603 e g o
Joseph Senerchia, Administrative Assistant to FIFTH DIVISION DISTRICT COURT
Chief Judge 331-1603 Edward T. Dalton, Deputy Clerk 7221024
FIRST DIVISION DISTRICT COURT 145 Roosevelt Avenue
Gerald L. Bonenfant, Deputy Clerk 245-7977 Pawtucket, R. 1. 02865
516 Main Si
Warren, R, 1. 02885 SEVENTH DIVISION DISTRICT COURT
SECOND DIVISION DISTRICT COURT e Platite, DIty Lies Hw
Francis W. Donnelly, Deputy Clerk 8466500 ront Street
Eisenhower Square Woonsocket, R. 1. 02895
Myl EIGHTH DIVISION DISTRICT COURT
THIRD DIVISION DISTRICT COURT William W. O'Brica, Deputy Clerk 944.5550
James A. Signorelli, Deputy Clerk 882-1771 o A o e =eputy s S &
222 Quaker Lane 275 Atwood Avenue
West Warwick, R. 1. 02893 Cranston, R. 1. 02920
COUNCILS AND COMMISSIONS
DISCIPLINARY COUNCIL: COMMISSION ON JURISPRUDENCE
250 Benefit Street OF THE FUTURE:
Providence, R. 1. 02903 250 Benefit Street
Lester H. Salter, Chairman Providence, R. 1. 02903
Leo P. McGowan, Chief Disciplinary Counsel 277-3270 Hon. Thomas J. Paolino, Chairman
JUDICIAL COUNCIL: Joan DiRuzzo, Secretary 277-3288
40 Westminster Street
Providence, R. 1. 02903
Samuel J. Kolodney, Chairman
Melvin L. Zurier, Secretary 751-2400
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RHODE ISLAND SUPERIOR COURT

CASES FILED (BY TYPE AND COUNTY)

1972

Providence/Bristol Counties

Civil

Probate Appeals
Misc. Petitions
Indictments
Criminal Appeals

Totals

Kent County
Civil

Probate Appeals
Misc. Petitions
Indictments
Criminal Appeals

Totals

Newport County
Civil

Probate Appeals
Misc. Petitions
Indictments
Criminal Appeals

Totals

Washington County
Civil

Probate Appeals
Misc. Petitions
Indictments

Criminal Appeals

Totals

All Counties
Civil

Probate Appeals
Misc. Petitions
Indictments
Criminal Appeals

Totals

2,835
30
423
2,189
961

6,438

465
12
63

433

264

1,237

269

27
243
140

682

3,804
55

3,121
1,590

9,104

1973

3,496
19
501
1,955
706

6,677

476

54
404
194

1,148

260
33
168

741

26
2
232
682
4,458
m

2,837
1,300

9,248

28

1974 1975 1976
3,672 4,376 4,431
24 45 2%
492 680 689
1,649 1,638 1,455
770 821 654
6,607 7,560 7,255
514 616 721
15 29 1

91 99 108
292 327 388
146 168 177
1,058 1,239 1,405
233 310 29
4 3 3

45 31 54
307 179 164
113 121 204
702 644 724
302 287 348

5 10 12

38 56 31
203 230 152
177 181 83
725 764 626
4,721 5,589 5,799
48 87 52
666 866 882
2,451 2,374 2159
1,206 1,291 1,118
9,092 10,207 10,010



RHODE ISLAND FAMILY COURT
PETITIONS FILED FOR DIVORCE (BY COUNTY)

1972 1973 1974 1975 1976
Providence/Bristol Counties
Absolute Divorce 2,567 2,732 2,833 2,91 2,884
Bed & Board 331 253 237 233 235
Total 2,898 2985 3,070 2524 3119
Kent County
Absolute Divorce 626 709 738 612 763
Bed & Board 90 84 80 75 65
Total 716 793 818 687 828
Newport County
Absolute Divorce 367 346 373 412 262
Bed & Board 85 73 55 44 21
Total 452 419 428 456 283
Washington County
Absolute Divorce 318 346 398 471 487
Bed & Board 27 28 23 11 10
Total 345 374 421 482 497
State Total 4411 4571 4,737 4,149 4,727
REFERRALS RECEIVED AND RECORDED
ADULT JURISDICTIONS
1972 1973 1974 1975 1976
Non-support of minor
children 47 28 - = 4
Neglect of children — 2 =] - 4
Neglect to send children
to school 2 4 1 3 3
Contributing to delinquency
of minor 9 3 9 17 3
Alleged paternity 19 17 12 11 14
Change of Name 1 1 5 3 2
Bastardy - = 4 5 7
Battered children (by father) — — 2 = 2
Other 9 4 11 13 13
Total 87 59 44 52 52
29



DIVORCE CASES HEARD AND DECISIONS RENDERED
(BY DISPOSITION AND COUNTY)

1972 1973 1974 1975 1976
Providence/Bristol Counties
Absolute Divorce 1,545 1,837 1,927 1,731 1,523
Bed & Board 15 7 15 6 16
Granted on Motion 64 77 84 58 55
1.624 1,921 2,026 1,795 1,594
Discontinued 32 17 2 9 47
Total 1,656 1,938 2,028 1,804 1,641
Kent County
Absolute Divorce 259 391 367 455 431
Bed & Board 5 1 1 — 19
Granted on Motion 11 30 12 15 24
275 422 380 470 474
Discontinued 57 45 1 54 9
Total 332 467 381 524 483
Newport County
Absolute Divorce 190 265 217 255 278
Bed & Board 3 1 = = 4
Granted on Motion 18 24 16 14 24
211 290 233 269 306
Discontinued 14 20 10 A 2R
Total 255 310 243 303 334
Washington County
Absolute Divorce 174 228 246 241 313
Bed & Board 1 3 — 1 —
Granted on Motion 8 8 12 19 18
193 239 258 261 331
Discontinued 12 22 8 13 16
Total 205 261 266 M 347
State Total 2,448 2976 2918 2905 2.805

30




Wayward/Delinquent

Dependency & Neglect

Diverted to YDU*

Providence/Bristol

Total (Counties)

JUVENILE PETITIONS (BY TYPE)

*Not counted separately until 1975.

31

1973 1974 1975 1976
5,615 5,403 1,840 4,993
2,415 1,387 1,422 697
29 211 273 269
Child Marriages (couples) 131 9% 100 69
524 156 103 348
Termination of Parental Rights 133 138 138 111
Battered/Abused Children* — — 23 71
— — 810 897
19 25 11 26
9,166 8,214 8,020 7,481
JUVENILE REFERRALS (BY SOURCE)
3,264 2917 2,356 1,950
1,064 1,003 991 77
333 322 287 310
302 363 256 219
4,963 4,605 3,890 3250
Miscellaneous State Agencies 880 624 478 520
5,843 5,229 1,368 3,770




RHODE ISLAND DISTRICT COURT

CRIMINAL ARRAIGNMENTS

1972 1973 1974 1975 1976

Motor Vehicle 23,436 28,440 31,067 21,3631 7946t
Misdemeanor 10,233 11,930 13,222 15,172 14,419
Felony 6,730 7,769 7,107 6,732 6,392
Total 40,399 48,139 51,396 43,267 28,757

MISDEMEANORS DISPOSED

At Arraignment 21,79 27,949 32,136 24,537 12,661

After Trial/Change Plea 10,333 10,388 10,701 11,167 9,420
Total Disposed (32,129)* (38,337)* (42,837)* (35,703)t  (22,081)F
Total Arraigned 33,669 40,370 51,396 36,535 22,365

Increase in Backlog 1,540 2,033 8,559 831 284

*These figures do not reflect the motor vehicle summonses paid by mail to the Violations Bu-
reau.

+Does not include minor vehicle violations now handled by the Administrative Adjudication
Division of the Department of Transportation.

FELONY DISPOSITIONS

At Arraignment 246 379 233 29 218
Probable Cause Found 1,728 1,232 803 597 2,825+
No Probable Cause 119 56 51 8 76511
Dismissed 3,086%» 4,132%% 3,093s» 6,110%* 2,300t
Total Disposed (4,933) (5,420) (3947) (6,774) (6,108)
Total Arraigned 6,730 7,769 7,107 6,732 6,392
Increase in Backlog 1,797 2,349 3,160 —12 284

**Some of these were dismissed because of secret indictments.
T+New statistical collection methods have taken cases handled by information charging out of
the dismissed category and distributed them between the two probable cause categories.

CRIMINAL APPEALS

Total Appeals 442 480 449 544 410
Total Disposed

(all categories) 32,129 38,337 42,837 35,704 22,081
% of Total Disposed 1.4% 13% 1% 15% 19%
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