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October 7, 2015

To the Members of the Municipal Courts Task Force:

This letter is in response to the invitation from the task force to provide input on issues and ideas
arising from its examination of the court system in Tompkins County, an effort being undertaken
to explore ways in which the efficiency of local courts might be improved while maintaining a
high level of quality in the justice they dispense. The viewpoints and recommendations
expressed here relate mainly to potential structural changes to the court system that would
directly affect the status or responsibilities of the Freeville Village Court (FVC), and reflect a
consensus of opinion among the members of the Village of Freeville Board of Trustees.

In its monthly sessions, the FVC adjudicates a caseload consisting largely of vehicle and traffic
violations that occur in the Village; occasionally, the court also handles small-claims disputes,
civil suits and non-traffic-related misdemeanor cases. On average, some 200 cases come before
the court annually. Monthly case reports (with defendants’ names redacted) are submitted to the
Board of Trustees, which reviews the court’s activities and conducts an annual audit of its
finances. In recent years, the expenses for maintaining the FVC (wages, supplies, utilities, etc.)
have exceeded the Village’s share of the fines it levies by an average of about $6,000, an annual
net cost that the board considers reasonable and justifiable given the perceived value of the court
to Village residents.

The FVC has traditionally been presided over by non-lawyer justices; there have been three since
the early 1960s, each of whom has been a Village of Freeville resident. Mr. Arthur Marchese has
served as Village Court Justice since 1990, and by all accounts, his tenure on the bench has been
characterized by integrity, impartiality and fairness.

The benefits of having non-lawyer justices preside over certain local courts seem to be self-
evident. The FVC’s record over the past half century has made clear that competent, well-trained
non-lawyer justices are qualified to effectively hear cases of the kind that come before the court.
(Mr. Marchese and his non-lawyer colleagues throughout the court system have ready access to a
support system that includes twelve hours of training annually and a New York State-run phone
consultation service staffed by legal experts.) And by handling less-serious legal matters, non-
lawyer justices in local courts can help ease the caseloads of county courts that must try the
complex and time-consuming felony cases that require the expertise of lawyer-judges.

It is the unanimous view of the Board of Trustees that the FVC plays an important role in the
civic affairs of the Village of Freeville, and that its operations should not be altered or curtailed
in any way. Perhaps in part because our village has by far the smallest population of the 16
incorporated municipalities in Tompkins County, many residents are tenaciously protective of
those local institutional assets (among them our K-3 elementary school, department of public



works and court) that bolster Freeville’s status as an autonomous village and strengthen the
rationale for preserving our highly valued identity as a self-governing municipality. We
recognize that with its infrequent sessions, relatively light caseload and close proximity to the
Dryden Town Court, the FVC might seem to be the most dispensable of the County’s local
courts and a prime candidate for dissolution in even the most limited of consolidation initiatives.
Nevertheless, the current board is adamantly opposed to any proposal that would eliminate the
FVC.

Of course, any discussion of the relative expendability of the FVC would become moot if the
task force were to recommend the implementation of the most far-reaching of the options
outlined in its questionnaire, whereby all legal cases in the County would be funneled through
one or two newly established municipal courts presided over by lawyer-judges. While I can’t
comment knowledgeably on whether such a radical restructuring of the court system would
create sufficient efficiencies to make that setup worthwhile, I am concerned that the quality of
justice--an intangible that may be difficult to evaluate--could be compromised if municipalities
that once had local courts were to be deprived of direct involvement in the adjudication of cases
that originate within their borders. I would urge the task force to consider the potential for these
centralized courts to become monolithic “justice mills,” streamlined and efficient, perhaps, but
with little connection or accountability to the communities that local-court justices--lawyers and
non-lawyers alike--can know so well.

A scheme that would move criminal cases to one or two district courts while leaving the town
and village courts otherwise intact might well meet with the board’s approval provided that
misdemeanor cases would be retained by the FVC. Because these cases (along with civil and
small-claims cases) generally involve Village residents, they underscore the “local” aspects of
our court’s proceedings in ways that traffic violations cannot, and thus, from our perspective, add
significant value to the court.

The proposal to establish a central booking facility that would hold all after-hours arraignments
in the County is a promising one. Such a procedural change could do much to ameliorate
inequities in the current system, which allows an unfair burden to be placed on the shoulders of
those local justices whose sense of civic responsibility compels them to field late-night requests
to open their courtrooms and hold arraignments of defendants who may have been arrested in
jurisdictions other than their own.

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in your ongoing study of the local court system. If
you would like me to provide additional data or input, please let me know.

Sincerely,
2 i
David Fogel

Mayor, Village of Freeville

cc: Village of Freeville Board of Trustees



