
POLICING PUBLIC HEALTH: ALTERNATIVES TO PROSECUTION
FOR PUBLIC HEALTH ORDINANCE VIOLATIONS

Stephanie Bonne, MD, FACS; Patricia Walling, DNP, APN; Colleen Smith, MSW, LCSW
Rutgers New Jersey Medical School; University Hospital; Newark Community Solutions

BACKGROUND

In March 2020, the New York-New Jersey region was hard 
hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. Every sector in the state 
was working to solve the same problem from different 
spaces. Public health and public safety became 
synonymous while officials rushed to put policies into place 
to help communities stay safe. Law enforcement officers 
were called upon to enforce public health ordinances during 
a time marked by fear, confusion, and uncertainty. In NJ, 
violating these orders resulted in significant penalties:
§ Up to $1000 fine
§ Up to six months in jail

In the first eight weeks of the pandemic, the City of 
Newark issued over 2000 tickets. Fines and jail inflict 
additional burdens on individuals and communities. We
developed the Public Health School (PHS) as an alternative 
to prosecution and means of educating people so that they 
could make informed healthcare decisions.

IMPACT

Since August 2020, PHS has been offered biweekly as an 
alternative to COVID summonses and low-level offenses.

PROGRAM

Public Health School (PHS) provides an 
alternative for COVID-related offenses.

"As a group facilitator, engaging clients was not a 
challenge but instead a huge opportunity to gain 

long-term commitment to changing behaviors 
around COVID-19 safety." - NCS Case Manager

• Recognize the 
symptoms

• Know how it spreads
• Review common 
safety practices

Educate

• Practice stress 
management

• Learn how to 
communicate 
concerns

• Find local resources

Strengthen

• Share what was 
learned

• Make a commitment 
to public health and 
safety

• Resolve legal matters

Empower

97 people have 
completed PHS as 
an alternative to 
prosecution through 
March 2021

§ 2 municipalities 
have utilized PHS in 
lieu of prosecution

§ Has been conducted 
in 2 languages: 
English and Spanish
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“I see this as an opportunity for clients to resolve their cases 
while being educated about COVID-19.  So many individuals 

in our community were not aware of the new public health 
policies and the impact of COVID-19 on the city.” 

-City of Newark Chief Public Defender 

Support for this project was provided by Clinical Scholars, a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation program.
Thank you to MSW Candidate Sophie Guss and MPH Candidate Madison R. Walker for their valuable contributions to this project.
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Participants indicated they would make behavior 
changes around COVID-19 safety practices, including:

§ Talking to Family and Friends about the Group
§ Increased Mask Wearing
§ More Hand Washing and Sanitizing
§ Practicing Stress Management Techniques


