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A	year	into	the	pandemic,	Diane	Robinson	and	Allison	Trochesset	of	the	Court	Statistics	Project	
(CSP)	interviewed	David	Yamasaki	(Court	Executive	Officer),	Adriaan	Ayers	(Chief	Operations	
Officer),	Darren	Dang	(Chief	Financial	and	Administrative	Officer),	and	Nicole	Le	(Business	
Analytics	Director)	from	the	County	of	Orange,	California	(OC).		

	
CSP:	 When	the	pandemic	started,	how	did	you	use	data	to	respond	to	the	crisis?	
	
OC:		 At	the	beginning	of	the	pandemic,	we	had	to	shut	down	all	of	our	courthouses.	The	backlogs	started	

building	immediately,	so	we	focused	on	what	our	priorities	needed	to	be,	given	limited	resources	
and	limited	courthouse	capacity.	We	identified	what	resources	we	did	have	available	and	what	
essential	services	and	hearings	had	to	be	handled.	We	relied	on	our	data	to	make	those	critical	
decisions.	

	
CSP:		 What	did	you	prioritize?	
	
OC:		 Our	priorities	were	criminal	and	juvenile	cases	because	they	have	statutorily	driven	timelines	and	

we	need	to	respect	defendants’	rights.	We	immediately	looked	at	the	data:	for	example,	how	many	
in-custody	arraignments	were	pending?	What	types	of	hearings	do	our	pending	cases	need?	We	
worked	to	stand	up	courtrooms	to	tackle	our	most	urgent	cases,	focusing	on	those	at	risk	of	being	
dismissed	due	to	timeliness.	While	certain	cases	had	priority,	it	didn’t	negate	the	needs	of	all	of	the	
cases.	We	worked	with	staff	members	and	judges	across	all	litigation	types	to	identify	the	essential	
services	that	needed	to	begin	immediately.			

	
CSP:		 How	were	you	able	to	manage	this	information?	
	
OC:	 We	set	up	a	war	room	and	met	every	day.	The	situation	changed	day	to	day,	and	it	was	really	

important	to	have	timely	data	to	keep	up	with	those	needs.	We	had	some	experience	with	court	
closures	due	to	other	facility	emergencies,	but	we	had	never	had	anything	on	this	scale.	

	
CSP:	 Did	California	have	any	policy	or	rule	changes?	
	
OC:		 Yes,	the	Chief	Justice	issued	an	emergency	order	easing	timelines,	which	gave	us	some	breathing	

room.	
	

CSP:	 What	data	was	most	valuable	to	you	at	the	beginning	of	the	pandemic?	
	
OC:	 Much	of	the	data	was	volume	based:	the	number	of	cases,	the	number	of	people	we	needed	to	

accommodate,	the	number	of	courtrooms	available,	how	much	PPE	needed	to	be	purchased.	We	also	
tracked	our	budget	information	closely.	It’s	very	important	to	remain	focused	on	the	resources	
available.	This	is	an	example	of	our	data	regarding	capacity	in	courtrooms	and	adjacent	hallways		
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(Figure	1).		This	data	allowed	us	to	gauge	our	physical	space	capacity	which	allowed	us	to	better		
plan	and	schedule	in-person	hearings	and	trials	in	accordance	with	social	distancing	guidelines.	It		
also	helped	us	quickly	adopt	remote	hearing	and	service	protocols	in	other	case	types	where	we	
needed	to	resume	business	but	didn’t	have	the	capacity	to	do	so	in-person.				

	
Figure	1:	Capacity	

 
	
CSP:	 What	did	data	enable	you	to	do?	
	
OC:	 There	were	five	main	things	data	allowed	us	to:	

• React	with	confidence.	We	were	able	to	focus	on	the	most	essential/critical	items.	
• Be	agile.	For	example,	when	there	was	a	COVID	outbreak	at	the	jail	we	were	able	to	quickly	see	

how	many	hearings	were	affected	and	adapt.	
• Begin	planning	immediately.	Even	while	we	were	dealing	with	immediate	crises,	we	were	

looking	at	what	was	coming.	
• Stay	solvent.	We	were	particularly	concerned	about	the	burn	rate:	at	the	beginning	we	provided	

incentive	pay	for	people	who	needed	to	work	in	person,	but	in	carefully	tracking	the	budget	we	
realized	that	was	not	sustainable.	If	we	didn’t	have	the	capability	to	track	payroll	expenditures	in	
real	time	and	make	immediate	policy	adjustments,	it	could	have	cost	us	millions	of	dollars	we	
could	not	afford.	

• Communicate	and	collaborate	effectively	with	our	stakeholders,	being	mindful	of	the	needs	of	
the	community. 
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CSP:	 What	changes	did	you	make	that	you	expect	to	keep?	
	
OC:	 One	of	the	changes	we	made	was	moving	traffic	arraignments	online.	It’s	very	high	volume	and	

builds	voluminous	backlogs	quickly.	We	also	moved	to	a	remote	service	model	for	self-help	
resources.	Another	change	we	are	likely	to	keep	is	calling	in	fewer	jurors	for	trials.		

	
CSP:	 How	did	you	use	data	to	manage	human	resources?	
	
OC:	 We	created	a	COVID	dashboard	for	the	courts.	This	is	up-to-date	information	about	where	active	

COVID-19	positive	cases	are	and	from	which	organization	the	affected	individual	is	associated.	This	
helped	to	decrease	our	employees’	anxiety	about	coming	into	work.	We	built	trust	by	being	very	
transparent,	so	there	was	not	reliance	on	gossip	or	word-of-mouth	about	cases	in	the	courthouses.	
Here’s	an	example	of	our	dashboard	tracking	positive	cases	(Figure	2).		

	
Figure	2:	COVID	Case	Tracking	

	
CSP:	 You	mentioned	calling	in	fewer	jurors	is	a	change	you	hope	to	keep.	How	did	data	help	you	

determine	that?	
	
OC:	 We	had	already	put	in	place	a	reform	that	jurors	be	summonsed	to	a	courthouse	on	a	call-in	basis	

only,	so	they	only	report	in	person	if	we	know	a	case	is	going	to	move	forward	to	trial.	We	continued	
to	send	out	jury	summonses	so	that	we	would	have	a	jury	pool	available,	but	they	only	come	into	the	
courthouse	if	it	is	required.	We	are	able	to	call	in	the	correct	number:	enough	for	each	jury	panel	
needed,	but	not	more	than	needed.	For	example,	we	used	to	bring	in	100	to	125	jurors	into	the	
courtroom	for	each	felony	trial,	but	now	we	have	panel	size	guidelines	and	bring	in	30	or	40	jurors	at	
a	time	to	alleviate	concerns	regarding	physical	distancing.	This	new	method	of	creating	smaller	
panels	of	jurors	has	allowed	the	Court	to	reduce	the	overall	panel	sizes	for	each	case	type.	We	use	
our	data	to	calculate	the	likely	juror	yield.	There	have	only	been	a	few	cases	where	40	jurors	were	
not	enough	to	seat	a	jury.		
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Our	capacity	in	jury	assembly	rooms	is	diminished.	We	work	with	master	calendar	judges	to	identify	
how	likely	trials	are	to	go	forward.	When	we	bring	jurors	in,	they	come	in	at	different	times	and	are	
staged	in	different	locations	in	the	buildings.	We	can’t	have	12	in	the	box	anymore,	so	we	look	at	
courtroom	capacity	and	distancing	requirements	and	jurors	sit	in	the	gallery	as	well.	We	use	
secondary	courtrooms	for	jury	selection,	and	then	use	just	one	courtroom	to	hold	the	trial.	One	
result	of	this	is	that	we’ve	quietly	started	reducing	the	number	of	summonses	we’re	sending	out.	We	
know	we	don’t	need	as	many	based	on	our	data.	Even	before	the	pandemic,	we	had	used	our	newly	
developed	jury	data	and	dashboards	to	reduce	juror	summonses	by	10%	without	impacting	juror	
availability	and	panel	sizes.		This	data	and	experience	enabled	us	to	be	even	more	effective	during	
the	pandemic.			

	
We	also	used	some	very	low-tech	solutions,	including	using	colored	tape	to	indicate	where	jurors	
can	sit	safely	away	from	one	another.	That	helped	to	build	confidence	by	making	social	distancing	
very	visible.	We	also	have	triage	stations	outside	of	courthouse	entrances	to	assist	the	public	while	
limiting	the	capacity	of	people	inside	the	courthouses.		Combined	with	signage,	our	triage	stations,	
COVID	dashboards,	and	other	social	distancing	processes	and	procedures,	allowed	the	Court	to	build	
public	and	stakeholder	confidence	that	we	are	providing	a	safe	environment	for	conducting	court	
business.	

	
This	is	a	civil	court	trial	calendaring	guide	we	created	to	help	with	planning	(Figure	3).		

	
Figure	3:	Calendaring		Guide	
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And this lets us monitor the need for jury trials (Figure 4). 
 
Figure 4: Jury Trials 

	
	
	
CSP:		 How	is	the	data	helping	you	to	monitor	and	manage	backlogs?	
	
OC:	 We	used	the	data	to	create	a	formula	for	how	to	spend	the	funds	allocated	to	address	backlogs.	

Attorneys	were	asking	for	continuances	and	parties	weren’t	coming	in.	This	is	expensive:	it	costs	
money	and	uses	staff	unnecessarily.	We	looked	at	the	difference	between	normal	disposition	rates,	
pre-COVID,	and	the	current	rate	to	identify	how	many	cases	are	being	delayed	due	to	COVID.	

	
For	example,	here’s	a	dashboard	used	by	our	management	team	(Figure	5).	The	red	bars	are	the	
cases	that	need	attention	immediately.	Additionally,	line	staff	have	a	version	of	this	dashboard	
in	that	includes	specific	case	information	that	may	be	printed	on	demand.	
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Figure	5:	Case	Prioritization	
	

	
	

	
Then	this	is	how	we	track	COVID-19	backlog	specifically.	We	track	the	number	of	filings,	the	number	
of	dispositions,	and	the	number	of	hearings	held.	We	have	other	dashboards	that	provide	much	
greater	detail	and	insight	into	our	operations.		At	a	high	level,	from	the	charts	below	we	can	see	that	
while	filings	(blue	line)	and	dispositions	(black	line)	have	dropped	during	the	pandemic	(the	time	
frame	after	the	light	blue	shaded	area	when	we	closed	our	courthouses	per	the	Governor’s	orders),	
the	hearings	(orange	line)	have	not	dropped	as	drastically	(Figure	6).		What	this	means	is	that	it	is	
taking	more	hearings	during	the	pandemic	to	dispose	of	a	case;	on	average	it	is	taking	us	19%	more	
hearings	to	close	a	case.	

	
Figure	6:	Disposition	
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We	have	seen	disposition	rates	lower	than	normal.	This	chart	(Figure	7)	allows	us	to	compare	it	to	
prior	years.	We	have	this	dashboard	for	all	case	types.	The	data	tells	us	that	while	filings	may	have	
dropped	during	the	pandemic,	we	are	still	not	able	to	keep	up;	our	clearance	rates	are	lower	during	
the	pandemic.		There	is	more	churn	for	cases;	it	takes	more	hearings	and	more	time	to	process	cases	
so	consequently	cases	are	aging	longer.		Our	backlogs	are	building	and	there	is	a	huge	number	of	
cases	that	are	pending	(many	of	which	do	not	yet	have	a	future	hearing	date	set).	

	
Figure	7:	Backlogs	

	
	
CSP:	 What	advice	do	you	have	for	others	to	better	cope	with	the	pandemic	and	for	the	next	crisis?	
	
OC:	 We	often	talk	about	the	three-legged	stool:		People,	Process,	and	Technology.		While	we	all	

instinctively	knew	that	data	was	important,	we	didn’t	realize	that	data	was	an	essential	fourth	
component	to	the	stool	until	we	were	knee	deep	into	the	pandemic.		Our	Assistant	Presiding	Judge	
commented	that	by	adding	this	4th	leg	to	the	stool	we’ve	made	it	much	more	stable:		People,	Process,	
Technology,	and	Data.		Our	advice	is	to	assess	your	court’s	capacity	and	capability	in	these	four	areas	
and	invest	in	areas	that	are	lacking.		A	stool	with	uneven	legs	will	be	unstable.		In	talking	with	our	
colleagues	statewide	and	nationwide,	it	is	very	common	for	the	‘data’	leg	to	be	the	shortest	if	one	
exists	at	all.		We	are	glad	that	NCSC	is	shining	a	spotlight	on	this	‘data	leg’	of	the	stool.		For	our	court,	
this	is	also	the	shortest	leg	of	the	stool.		As	such	we	are	working	with	our	state’s	administrative	
office,	the	CA	Judicial	Council,	on	a	“Data	as	a	Second	Language”	initiative	to	enhance	and	advance	
data	fluency.	

	


