





October 27, 2004

To the Citizens of Alger County:

For my second open letter to the electorate I will describe the approach to prosecution I have spent twenty years refining.


I am first of all someone who really thinks about what I do and am acutely aware of the impact I have on people's lives, be they victims, defendants, witnesses or jurors. The important question for me is not whether I can charge someone with a crime, but whether I should, and at what level, because effective prosecution involves continuous cost-benefit analysis.


The costs to society may be indirect, referring for example to the impact of prosecution on future employability and/or productivity, or direct, referring to the actual costs of prosecution such as extraditions, court-appointed attorneys, expert witnesses, trials and, of course, incarceration. The benefits to society similarly range from abstract expectations of deterrence and rehabilitation to the concrete protection afforded by the warehousing of violent and/or repeat offenders.


I am very outcome-oriented and tend to identify an appropriate outcome for each defendant, then charge, negotiate and litigate so as to make that outcome possible.


There is no question but what I undertake some ambitious prosecutions and this is essential in a system that is so dependent on plea bargaining. Effective prosecutors need to be known to defendants and the defense bar as lawyers who will try their most difficult cases; as soon as defendants and their attorneys come to believe otherwise, guilty pleas evaporate and prosecutors have to settle even their best cases below the dictates of justice, or face gridlock.


In my pre-primary letter I noted that the rate of conviction leading to new prison sentences had slightly more than doubled during my 19 months as Alger County's prosecutor. Now that 22 months have elapsed, the number of new prison sentences stands at 15 and reflects a tripling of that rate of conviction. Four additional prison sentences represent convictions of Alger Max inmates, meaning people who were in prison to start with.


Lest anyone think I'm bloodthirsty, however, I should also point out that 100 people have been convicted of felonies in the same time frame, meaning that 81 have not received prison sentences. Nor should anyone equate a prison sentence with incarceration at Alger Max as the Michigan Department of Corrections operates many less secure facilities, indeed a number of youthful offenders from Alger County have had the opportunity to receive special alternative incarceration, a.k.a. "boot camp". 


As I predicted in my pre-primary letter, not everyone appreciates my stepped-up prosecution efforts. I, however, see the increase in prison sentences out of Alger County as progress because there are clearly some youthful offenders for whom jail is not a deterrent but an acceptable risk.


Although I would never recommend that citizens be less vigilant, I would like Alger County to be the kind of place where people don't need to lock their homes or vehicles or take comparable precautions regarding their personal safety. Like all efforts to improve our quality of life, prosecution requires the support of the public, not just as voters but as fellow citizens who want to live in a drug and crime free community.







Sincerely,







Karen A. Bahrman







Prosecuting Attorney

