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Alternatives to Incarceration

The Midtown Community Court, established in 1993, is designed to re-think 
the judicial response to low-level offenses such as shoplifting, illegal drug 
use, graffiti, and prostitution. Instead of fines or short-term jail, the Midtown 
Community Court mandates individualized sanctions (such as social services 
and community service) that are restorative to the community and participants. 
Through this problem-solving justice approach, the court seeks to reduce 
crime and incarceration and improve public trust in justice. For more than two 
decades, the Midtown Community Court has inspired criminal justice reformers 
around the world and served as a hub for testing new ideas in New York City.

Clinical Services
Misdemeanor cases are not complicated in a legal 
sense but they often involve individuals with 
complicated lives. Many misdemeanor defendants 
are struggling with issues such as substance use 
disorder, mental illness, unemployment, and 
trauma. In response, the Midtown Community 
Court’s on-site clinic is open to court participants 
as well as the community at large. As an 
alternative to incarceration, the judge may 
mandate attendance in a range of social services 
designed to assist participants with their needs. 
Social service sessions take a trauma-informed, 
strengths-based approach. These services aim to 
address underlying problems and prevent future 
criminal activity. Services provided include:

Drug Treatment
The court’s drug treatment services address the 
reasons people use substances, alternative ways 
to cope, and the relationship between substance 
use and life experiences. Gateways to Prevention 
is a one-session psychoeducational group for 
individuals who are beginning to experiment 
with illegal substances. Midtown Road to Recovery 
is a six-session program for individuals who are 
experiencing significant issues with substance 

use. Clients with more extensive needs and 
criminal histories may be placed in long-term 
drug treatment (30-90 days), including the 
court’s Overdose Avoidance and Recovery (OAR) 
part. The OAR part seeks to connect defendants 
who are at risk of overdose to substance use 
treatment and supportive services.

Human Trafficking Services
These services aim to create a safe space for 
survivors of sex trafficking to process emotions, 
create safety plans, and identify cycles of 
behavior that may help prevent re-arrest 
and revictimization, as well as address the 
widespread harms of sex trafficking. Women’s 
Independence, Safety and Empowerment (WISE), co-
facilitated by STEPS to End Family Violence, is a 
multi-session, psychoeducational program for 
women arrested for prostitution. In addition to 
WISE, Midtown offers TransWomen Empowerment 
and Health Education for Men.
 
Individual Counseling Sessions
Intended for high-need clients, individual 
counseling sessions use a range of therapeutic 
approaches to encourage participants to identify 
unhealthy patterns that may lead to future 
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criminal behavior, make changes, and seek help. 
Linkages for longer term services and off-site 
referrals are provided as needed.

Mental Health Services 
Up & Out is an intensive, multi-session group 
intervention designed by the Center for Court 
Innovation to reduce recidivism risk. The 
interactive curriculum is grounded in a unique 
combination of three evidence-based practices: 
cognitive-behavioral treatment, procedural 
justice, and trauma-informed care.

Veterans Services 
Court staff facilitate the Veterans Intervention 
Program in partnership with the Department of 
Veterans Affairs to identify the unique needs of 
veteran clients and connect them with specialized  
services, including mental health and medical 
services, drug treatment, and advocacy services.

Youth and Young Adult Programming
The Court developed its programming for 
youth and young adults based on research on 
youth development. Resource Group provides 
information on the legal consequences of arrest, 
educational opportunities, housing options, and 
stress management skills. Offered once a client 
is arrested for a second or third time, Motivating 
Youth I and II are groups designed to maximize a 
client’s potential to change. The sessions discuss 
the impact of trauma on decision-making and 
address negative coping skills, such as drug use 
and risky behavior, to help adolescents develop 
positive strategies for handling difficult life 
experiences.

Community Service
The Midtown Community Court’s approach 
to using community service as an alternative 
to incarceration is designed to restore the 
neighborhood and to reintegrate participants 
into the community. Based on an in-person 
screening, participants may complete their 
mandate at local partner agencies or within 
the courthouse itself. Examples of community 
service projects include neighborhood clean-up, 
graffiti removal, courthouse maintenance, and 
meal preparation for senior citizens.

Educational and Employment Services
The Court’s educational programming 
addresses the impact of low-level charges on 
both the community and the individual. The 
Quality-of-Life Group provides individuals with 
information regarding their charges and 
potential consequences so they know how to 
prevent similar situations in the future. The 
Anti-Shoplifting Group, designed for individuals 
charged with petty larceny, discusses factors 
contributing to shoplifting and educates 
participants about the collateral consequences of 
their charges with the goal of preventing future 
criminal conduct. Finally, individuals arrested 
or given a summons for pedicab, vending, and/or 
taxi service offenses may receive comprehensive 
informational guides that inform them about 
the safe delivery of these services, New York City 
regulations, and resources to help them avoid 
future violations.

The Midtown Community Court also offers 
two types of employment programming. UpNext  
is six-week fatherhood engagement and work-
force development program, offering non-
custodial fathers tools and resources to compete 
in today’s job market and connect with their 
families. Pathways to Employment is a four-session 
group with a focus on helping participants 
learn important networking, job-seeking, and 
interviewing skills, so that they can achieve full-
time, sustainable employment.

For More Information
E-mail: info@courtinnovation.org
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