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Welcome to The First Edition, the quarterly 
newsletter of the First Judicial District.  Each 

year nearly two million cases are filed in the trial 

courts of Minnesota.  These cases represent 

some of the most important matters in the lives 

of the people involved and include criminal mat-

ters where a person’s freedom is at stake, do-

mestic matters where a person’s family is at 

stake and civil matters where a person’s prop-

erty is at stake.  The trial courts throughout the 

state and in the seven counties of the First Judi-

cial District provide a forum where the people of 

our community can obtain resolutions to these 
important matters; a place where those who 

have been abused obtain protection, where 

neglected children obtain services, where crimi-

nal offenders are held accountable, where con-

tracts are enforced, where estranged families 

obtain relief and where those who have been 

wrongfully injured obtain compensation. 

Because of the important role and responsibility 

the court has in this community, it is appropriate 

for the court to periodically report to the commu-

nity regarding its activities, accomplishments 

and challenges.  This newsletter will allow the 

people of our community to get to know their 

court better.  The court has been an effective 

public institution providing timely, constitution-

ally mandated services for over 150 years.  This 

newsletter will inform the public about the 

important work the court does every day and 

the ongoing effort to ensure that the impartial 

administration of justice continues to be ac-

cessible, available and affordable for those in 

need. 

Welcome 
By Edward Lynch, First Judicial District Chief Judge 
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On November 24, 2009, Governor 

Tim Pawlenty announced the ap-

pointment of Erica H. MacDonald to a 

First Judicial 

District trial 

court bench 

vacancy in the 

city of Hastings 

in Dakota 

County. The 

vacancy oc-

curred with the 

retirement of 
the Honorable 

Leslie M.  Met-

zen on May 20, 

2009. 

MacDonald, of 

Mendota 

Heights, had 

been an assistant United States At-

torney for the District of Minnesota in 

Minneapolis since 2001, and previ-

ously was a judicial law clerk to Min-

nesota Court of Appeals Judge Har-

riet Lansing from 2000 to 2001, an 

assistant U.S. Attorney in Chicago, 

Illinois in 2000, an associate attorney 

with the Kirkland and Ellis law firm in 

Chicago in 1999, and a judicial law 

clerk to U.S. District Court Judge 

James H. Alesia in Chicago from 

1997 to 1999. She was also a buyer 

and a sales manager with May De-

partment Stores in St. Louis, Missouri 

from 1989 to 1994. 

MacDonald earned her juris doctorate 

degree from 

DePaul Uni-

versity Col-

lege of Law 

in Chicago in 

1997, and 

her bachelor 

of arts de-

gree from the 

University of 
Notre Dame 

in Notre 

Dame, Indi-

ana in 1989. 

“Erica’s com-

bination of 

intellect, trial 

skills, management experience and 

compassion will serve her well as a 

judge,” Governor Pawlenty said. “In 

addition, her background in business 

prior to becoming a lawyer gives Erica 

an added perspective.” 

MacDonald has been an instructor and 

a presenter for numerous law enforce-

ment and legal conferences, and is 

known for her expertise in human traf-

ficking. She has received numerous 

professional awards, including the St. 

Paul Police Chief’s Award of Merit, the 

Department of Justice Certificate of 

Appreciation, and many performance 

awards for her work in the U.S. Attor-

ney’s office. MacDonald is a member 

of Minnesota Women Lawyers, a 

parent volunteer and a member of St. 

Joseph’s School of West St. Paul 

School Board, and has been a volun-

teer coach with the Mendota Heights 

Athletic Association. 

MacDonald, 42, was born in Green-

wich, Connecticut, grew up in Dallas, 

Texas and lives in Mendota Heights 
with her husband, Jim, and two sons, 

Kenny 10, and Mitchell, 7. 

Erica H. MacDonald took the oath of 

office on January 15, 2010 and be-

gan her work on the bench January 

19th. Erica H. MacDonald 

Meet the Newest First District Judge 
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As Carver County continues to grow, 

so do the number of court hearings 

scheduled.  In recent years, court-

room space was becoming scarcer.  

Judges were holding court in the jury 

assembly room, chambers, confer-

ence rooms and the county board 

room.  Trials were being continued 

because there was no space in 

Carver County.  That all changed 

with the remodel and addition of the 

Carver County Justice Center.  In 

July 2009, construction was com-
pleted on two courtrooms, a jury as-

sembly room, interview rooms, and 

expanded Court Administration office 

space. 

One of the courtrooms is a high-

volume courtroom meant to handle 

high volume criminal and bail calen-

dars.  There are three conference 

rooms instead of the standard two to 

provide more meeting space for attor-

neys and their clients.  These rooms 

overlook the courtrooms and partici-

pants can see and hear what is hap-

pening in the courtroom. There is no 

jury box in this courtroom which al-

lowed for an increase in public seat-

ing.  There are monitors in the court-

room that display the calendar during 

arraignments.  Attorneys and partici-

pants can see if their case is coming 

up and can start preparing for their 

case to be called, which speeds up the 

arraignment process.  One of the com-

plaints received often by judicial and 

court partners prior to the remodel and 

addition was that it was often difficult to 

hear and be heard by someone partici-

pating in a hearing by phone confer-

ence.  This changed with the addition.  

Phone conferencing is now built into 

the audio system. 

A jury assembly room was added to the 

lower level.  This room provides a more 

relaxed environment for jurors who are 
waiting for their case to be called. In 

addition, this room serves a dual pur-

pose by doubling as a much needed 

large conference room for the county 

and courts. 

Court Administration office space was 

remodeled and expanded.  New counter 

windows were installed which allows 

Court Administration to better serve the 

public. Interview rooms were added.  

These rooms give the courts space for 

confidential screening of income require-

ments and a private place for victims of 

domestic violence to complete paper-

work. 

The Carver County Justice Center has 

five courtrooms, four chambered judges 
and eighteen Court Administration em-

ployees.   In 2008, there were over 

14,000 new cases filed in Carver County 

Court Administration. 

Carver County Court Addition 
By Vicky Carlson, Carver County Court Administrator 

High Density Courtroom 
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As an essential step in meeting the 

budget challenges facing our criminal 

justice system, the Judicial Branch 

has embarked on an effort to central-

ize and streamline the processing of 

more than one million payable cita-

tions processed by district courts 

each year. 

The Judicial Council has set an ambi-

tious goal of transferring the process-

ing of payable citations from 85 

counites to a new Court Payment Cen-

ter by July 1, 2011.  (The final two 

counties, Hennepin and Ramsey, will 

follow thereafter.) The Payment Center 

will consist of staff housed at the 

Kandiyohi County Courthouse in Will-

mar and in home based offices. 

The new process will accommodate the 

electronic filing of citations by law en-

forcement, which is already occurring in 

several jurisdictions, as well as paper 

citations.  It will offer defendants the op-

tion of paying at the courthouse, by mail, 

on-line through the Judicial Branch web-

site, or through a voice-activated tele-

phone service. A statewide call center is 

being created to answer questions and 
(Continued on page 5) 

Judicial Branch Automating and Centralizing the 
Processing of Payable Citations 
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otherwise assist defendants. 

The new process will automate the 

assessment of fines, which we expect 

will improve the efficient handling and 

accuracy of payments to municipalities, 

counties, the state general fund, and 

other designated recipients.  In addi-

tion, the automated referral of delin-

quent debt to the Judicial Branch col-

lections vendor is being implemented 

(Continued from page 4) 

statewide.  The automated referral 

process is expected to increase reve-

nue collections to the state general 

fund and other governmental agencies, 

improve efficiency by abandoning man-

ual processes, and standardize collec-

tion efforts statewide.  Beginning in 

July 2010, the branch will transition to a 

new collections contract with the Min-

nesota Department of Revenue. 

As part of the effort, the Judicial Branch 

Centralized Payables (continued) 

has partnered with the Department of 

Public Safety and the State Patrol to 

develop a mutually beneficial standard-

ized paper citation that should improve 

accuracy as well as speed processing.  It 

is currently anticipated that the new stan-

dard citation will be available in mid-

2010. 

Maintaining the vitality of Minnesota’s 

criminal justice system in a time of con-

strained public resources will be a chal-

lenge for all involved.  Centralizing pay-

able citation processing is one way the 
Judicial Branch is working to reduce the 

cost of operations while improving public 

service. 



The First Edition                           6 

The First Edition January 2010   

In tough economic times the volume 

of cases handled by the courts typi-

cally rises.  In spite of an increase in 

workload, staffing level reductions, 

and budget cuts, the court system 

continues to provide services to the 

public as efficiently and effectively as 

possible. 

Scheduling cases in a timely manner 

has been difficult with the increase in 

the number of cases combined with 

staffing shortages and lack of judges.  

This had resulted in a backlog of 
criminal cases scheduled for jury 

trials in Dakota County.  In response, 

Dakota County judges and adminis-

trators attempted a rather unique 

project of setting up mass jury trial cal-

endars during the weeks of September 

8 and November 30, 2009.  The goal 

was to address increasing delays in 

scheduling of criminal trials in gross 

misdemeanor and felony cases by lim-

iting other nonessential calendars and 

scheduling additional jury trial calen-

dars during those two weeks. 

Typically, the average number of crimi-

nal jury trials scheduled per calendar in 

Dakota County is 25 cases.  During the 

clean up period, 112 cases were set for 
trial, 87 cases were settled, 16 cases 

were continued to a later date, and in 9 

cases the defendant failed to appear.  

Ultimately, none of the cases went to 

trial.  As a result of this project, Dakota 

County is now scheduling felony jury 

trials 2 months from the omnibus hearing 

and gross misdemeanor jury trials are 

scheduled 4 months from the omnibus 

hearing.  Prior to this clean up period, 

both case types had a 6 month time pe-

riod between the omnibus hearing and 

jury trial. 

Dakota County continues to search for 

innovative ways to provide the same 

quality of service in an effort to keep 

pace with increased case loads and 
staffing shortages.  A mass jury trial cal-

endar is merely one example of a crea-

tive approach to caseflow management. 

Dakota Criminal Jury Trial Backlog Solution 
By Brenda Koenig, Court Operations Manager—Dakota County—Criminal 

The First Edition Editorial Team:  

Brian E. Jones & Rita Miest 

Comments and story ideas may be submitted to: 

Rita Miest at 651/438-4639 
Email: rita.miest@courts.state.mn.us 

mailto:rita.miest@courts.state.mn.us?subject=The%20First%20Edition�
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