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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. Violent crime rates in Newark are well over 
twice the national average, driven in part by gang activity, the narcotics trade, and illegal guns. 
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. 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 
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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 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.   
 

Project Strategies 
 

Current Actions 

 
● Complete a needs assessment of the health needs of justice involved individuals and the 

justice needs of those seeking emergency healthcare. 
● Provided direct services at the intersection of criminal justice and healthcare systems 

through the “Public Health School.” 
● Conduct cross-sector community outreach, uniting representatives from the healthcare, 

social service, and legal systems 
● Design a position in the hospital for a legal navigator to create a novel criminal justice 

based medical legal partnership. 
● Facilitate cross-sector information sessions for criminal justice and healthcare 

professionals about legal system involvement as a social determinant of health 

 

Future Actions 

 
● Analyze and share needs assessment with partners.  
● Deliver legal navigation services within University Hospital 
● Assess the success of the program and create models for sustainable partnerships 

between the health and criminal justice systems.   
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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. 

● Developed the “Health, Housing, and Justice Alliance” which unified over 20 community 
organizations and members in an effort to deliver cross-sector services to people who 
had limited access to care during the pandemic. 84 people attended the first six HHJ 
outreach events. Data revealed the majority of attendees required housing services and 
over half requested legal screenings.  Through the first two court “hubs,” 16 people 
appeared before the Newark Municipal Court.  Of those cases, 15 were resolved 
outright and one was referred for diversion.  

● Based on the information collected during the HHJ pilot, Newark Community Solutions 
has created a Legal Navigator position to institutionalize its outreach and legal 
navigation assistance services in the community. Additionally, the Newark Public Library 
continues to host monthly “virtual court hubs” and a local law enforcement agency 
intends to replicate the virtual court “pop-up” model at a community-based mental 
health respite center.  
 

 

Anticipated Future Outcomes 

 
● Establish co-located legal navigation services within University Hospital’s Emergency 

Department 
● Discuss legal navigation as a replicable model for healthcare and legal system 

coordination 
● Feature legal involvement as a social determinant of health within the healthcare and 

justice systems 

 

Timeline - (for the remaining fellowship time period)   
 

• Year 3:  Continue to conduct community outreach, provide legal navigation services 
within the hospital, assess the outcomes, and share results with community and other 
stakeholders. 
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Partnerships - (including community partnerships, extended team 
members, etc.)  
 

Community partners include University Hospital, Rutgers New Jersey Medical School, the 
Center for Court Innovation’s Technical Assistance team, the Newark Municipal Court, the 
Newark Public Library and the Essex County Comprehensive Emergency Assistance 
System/Continuum of Care (CEAS/COC).  The CEAS/COC is a network of community-based and 
government organizations which seek to respond to and prevent homelessness in Essex County.   
 

Evaluation Strategies and any findings so far  
 

https://www.courtinnovation.org/publications/fact-sheet-health-housing-and-justice-alliance  

 

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 

 

https://www.courtinnovation.org/publications/fact-sheet-health-housing-and-justice-alliance
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