'New Adventure' Begins

By Megan Feddersen — Sentinel Staff Writer

FAIRMONT — Everyone shuffled into the courtroom Tuesday afternoon for what may have initially appeared to be the regular daily “cattle call,” slang for routine court proceedings.

But the four men sitting at the front of the courtroom were making local history as the first participants in a tri-county drug court program. 

“Welcome to what is the beginning of a new adventure to all of us,” said Judge Robert Walker, presiding over the Martin County courtroom. The drug court program is a collaborative among Martin, Faribault and Jackson counties, with Walker primarily responsible for overseeing weekly court hearings with participants. 

“It’s time it finally came to our counties,” Walker said, reminding onlookers that the program “represents more than what you’ll see in the courtroom today.”

“We’ll see a lot of one another over the next few months,” he added. 

Three of the men in the program received congratulations as the courtroom applauded clean drug tests; the fourth man was led away in handcuffs to the county jail at the end of the proceedings.

Two unsuccessful attempts by Nathan Behrens, 20, to give a urine sample constituted a failed test, according to Walker. Walker announced that Behrens would spend Tuesday night in jail and be tested again this morning. If the drug test is clean, Behrens will be released from jail. If he tests positive for drug use, he will remain in jail, where he will be tested on a daily basis until the results are negative.

Behrens asked Walker if he could try one more time to complete the drug test, but the answer was a firm no.

“You’ll be tested at 10 a.m.,” Walker repeated.

“What we do here is serious,” Walker added. “... Accountability is the first step. There is no way for you to be accountable if you’re not testing clean.” 

Behrens was the last of the four men to speak with Walker. Behrens, Brent Hendrickson, 28, Roger Lopez, 24, and Michael Babcock, 47, each had their turn in front of the judge. They signed several agreements outlining the program’s conditions, agreeing to meet the 6:30 p.m. curfews, attend Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous and participate in treatment at Fountain Center.

Walker reminded participants to ask for help if they need it. 

“We’ll do our best to support you,” he said. “Turn to the people around you when you’re having trouble,” he said, referring to the participants’ probation officer, law enforcement and other team members in the drug court program. “... That goes beyond what we normally do in the courtroom.” 

Walker said drug court staff is willing to help when participants are tempted to do drugs or even if they’re facing problems with transportation or trouble at work or home.

Before each man left the bench, Walker gave him a composition book and a key ring. In the book, the men are to journal their progress through the program. Walker will review the journals on a weekly basis. And the key ring will be a reminder of promises pledged, Walker hopes. 

When Babcock stepped up the bench, Walker commended him, saying the drug court team members have been “universally impressed” by his efforts thus far.

“Keep up the good work,” Walker said.

Graduation from the drug court program is usually an 18-month endeavor, with participants subject to random drug tests, weekly meetings with the judge during the first phase, regular meetings with their probation officer. The program also requires participants to find full-time employment or further their education and random “knock-and-chat” sessions at their homes with police. Participation in appropriate social events and volunteer work is required as well.

Program coordinator Bev Snow was surprised one of the participants failed a drug test so early in the program, but she said the immediate consequences were good for everyone to see.

“It’s strict. It’s hard. It’s for the community to see it’s not safe on crime,” Snow said.

Drug court is a voluntary program. Participation depends on eligibility — adult U.S. citizens with chemical abuse or dependency issues who plead guilty to a non-violent felony or gross misdemeanor. Residents also are eligible for the program if they violate their probation or exhibit high-risk behaviors. 

None of the four men participating in the local drug court program are new to the court system, and all have had run-ins with law enforcement.

“I hope that this will be a new beginning,” Walker said. “... I hope you learn to see that law enforcement is there to help you.”

Participants in drug court are recommended by county attorneys. When someone commits a crime, the police report goes to the county attorney, who reviews the report and determines if the person is suitable and eligible for drug court. The referral then goes to Human Services where a chemical dependency evaluation is completed as soon as possible. The drug court staff reviews the information and decides if the offender should be accepted into drug court. Within 24 hours, the person is contacted. An orientation is set up and at the next available court date, the individual starts drug court.

