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Short Project Summary   
 
Many individuals in vulnerable communities have issues accessing health care and 
managing justice issues.  This project seeks to understand criminal justice 
involvement as a social determinant of health and integrate the criminal justice and 
healthcare systems in Newark, New Jersey.  To this end, the project aims to (1) more 
fully understand how people make decisions about their wellbeing when they have 
competing legal and healthcare needs; (2) strengthen the capacity of both systems to 
respond its consumers’ legal and healthcare needs; and (3) implement an “exchange 
program” across both anchor systems.  Data collected through surveys and 
stakeholder engagement will inform the development of staff training and resource 
materials that can be distributed in University Hospital’s Emergency Department and 
the Newark Municipal Court.  Combined, these trainings and resources will build the 
capacity of healthcare providers and hospital patients to identify and respond to 
pending legal matters which could interfere with healthcare services.  Alternatively, 
court staff, forensic case managers, and court consumers will be better suited to 
respond to presenting healthcare needs within the legal system.  With improved 
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capacity and systems knowledge, the project will design and implement an 
“exchange program” whereby community members will be able to simultaneously 
identify and address outstanding legal needs while receiving preventative medical 
services in the courthouse or community through co-located service delivery. 
 

Wicked Problem Description 
 
Newark is New Jersey’s largest city, encouraging in its vitality and rich in diversity. But 
for many years the city has been plagued with problems related to poverty and 
violence. Twenty-eight percent of residents live below the poverty line.1 Violent 
crime rates in Newark are well over twice the national average, driven in part by gang 
activity, the narcotics trade, and illegal guns.2 Newark residents also face a number of 
heath related issues. A Community Health Assessment published in 2017 by the City 
of Newark’s Department of Health and Community Wellness showed that residents 
of Newark have higher rates of obesity, asthma, and diabetes than both the state and 
national averages.3 Additionally, Newark residents scored lower than the state and 
nation when it came to preventative measures such as getting a flu shot and 
screenings for colorectal cancer.  
 
Like many major hospitals in urban centers, the University Hospital emergency room 
serves as a primary care center for many patients, and its staff are tasked to address 
not only the presenting health needs of the patient, but often must consider patient 
health issues such as violence and crime, substance abuse, and homelessness. 
Hospital staff have observed that criminal justice involvement and fear of law 
enforcement prevent individuals from attending to their health needs in a timely 
fashion. Furthermore, individuals who are victims of traumatic injury often suffer 
post-traumatic stress disorder, untreated mental health issues, chronic pain, and 
substance abuse. Meanwhile, as New Jersey’s first community court, Newark 
Community Solutions provides short-term, individualized interventions to justice-
involved individuals. Of the roughly 1,200 individuals served in 2018, 66% reported 
unmet medical needs, 65% reported substance use needs, and 41% reported mental 
health needs. These individuals often rely on Emergency Departments and hospital-
based care to address these issues. NCS social workers and court staff have 
confirmed the observations of UH’s health workers: involvement in the criminal 
justice system disrupts people’s utilization of health services, resulting in significantly 
worse physical and behavioral health outcomes.  
 
The problems experienced by people at the nexus of the criminal justice and 
healthcare systems are only further underscored by the current global pandemic.  
Systemic racism inherent at all levels of the criminal justice system coupled with the 
racialized health disparities of COVID-19 place communities of color in a heightened 

 
1 U.S. Census Bureau. “Quick Facts: Newark city, New Jersey.” Retrieved from: 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/newarkcitynewjersey 
2 RLS Media. “Feds Announce Crackdown of Gang Activity in Newark; 17 Arrested from Brick City Gang Set.” 
Retrieved from: https://www.rlsmedia.com/article/feds-announce-crackdown-gang-activity-newark-17-arrested-brick-
city-brims-gang  
3 Newark Department of Health and Community Wellness. “Community Health Assessment 2017.” Retrieved from: 
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Newark-CHA-2017-FINAL.pdf  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/newarkcitynewjersey
https://www.rlsmedia.com/article/feds-announce-crackdown-gang-activity-newark-17-arrested-brick-city-brims-gang
https://www.rlsmedia.com/article/feds-announce-crackdown-gang-activity-newark-17-arrested-brick-city-brims-gang
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/Newark-CHA-2017-FINAL.pdf


3 
 

state of crisis. Outbreaks spread across county jails and prisons, community members 
experience high mortality rates and hospital overflow, and states use law 
enforcement in already heavily policed communities to enforce public safety 
measures, serving only to further crowd the courts and sour police-community 
relations.  In environments with strained relationships between police and 
community, residents may be less receptive to life-saving public health information 
due to mistrust in law enforcement. Combined, these factors threaten to widen 
inequities in both the criminal justice system and the health outcomes in 
communities of color.   
 

Strategies Your Team is Undertaking 
 
Current Actions 
 

• Complete a needs assessment of the health needs of justice involved 
individuals and the justice needs of those seeking emergency healthcare. 

• Provide direct services at the intersection of criminal justice and healthcare 
systems through the “Public Health School.”  

 

Future Actions 
 

• Analyze and Share Needs Assessment with Partners.  
• Develop and Deliver Training and Resources to Build Capacity amongst both 

systems. 
• Develop an exchange program and a mobile health and justice program that 

can address individual needs in the community setting.   
• Assess the success of the program and create models for sustainable 

partnerships between the health and criminal justice systems.   

 
Outcomes 
 

Completed Outcomes 
 

• Created a “Public Health School” program module that was utilized by in two 
municipal courts as an alternative sentence for COVID related fines or other 
low-level offenses.  This curriculum has been shared with New Jersey 
Administrative Office of Courts, Office of the Attorney General, the Newark 
Municipal Court, and Jersey City’s community court.  It is available in both 
English and Spanish.  Since August, the group has been offered as an 
educational alternative to prosecution for both COVID-19 public health 
ordinance violations and other low-level offenses in both Newark and Jersey 
City.   
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Anticipated Future Outcomes 
 

• Create additional health education-based diversion strategies, increase 
interaction with primary care, interface with community to encourage use of 
the health and legal exchange. 

 

Timeline  
 

• Year 2:  Complete our needs assessment and launch our mobile program 
• Year 3:  Launch our partnership program, assess the outcomes, and share 

results with community and other stakeholders. 
 

Partnerships  
 
Community partners include the Rutgers School of Social Work, University Hospital, 
and the Rutgers New Jersey Medical School.  We continue to engage social work and 
nursing trainees in our plans and protocols.  We currently have social work students 
and graduate students assisting with our needs assessment.  Moving forward, both 
practitioners and learners from the Rutgers and University Hospital systems will 
provide services in the mobile unit and at the court.  Additional partnerships include 
community courts in Newark and Jersey City, Newark Municipal Court staff, and 
Newark Municipal Court judges.    
 

Evaluation Strategies and any findings so far 
 
None to report 
 

Contact Person Information 
 
Name:  Stephanie Bonne  
Title: Associate Professor of Surgery 
Dept/Unit/Office: Division of Trauma and Critical Care 
Organization: Rutgers New Jersey Medical School 
Email: Stephanie.bonne@rutgers.edu 
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