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At the request of the District Court Council, a court security advisory group held two meetings this summer to review court security issues and provide some broad suggestions to the DCC.   

The attached document contains the recommendations approved by the DCC. The committee members are able to continue providing guidance as the security process continues to move forward. 

Court Administration would like to commend these people who took time from their busy schedules to add their expertise to the project. 

Committee Members:

Hon. Ingrid Gustafson


Hon. Marc Buyske

District Court Judge



District Court Judge

13th Judicial District



9th Judicial District

Yellowstone County



Toole, Glacier, Pondera and Teton 

Bonnie Olson



Barbara Monaco

Court Administrator



Chief Youth Court Probation Officer

11th Judicial District



20th Judicial District

Flathead County



Lake and Sanders Counties

Lori Maloney




Ed Tinsley

Clerk of the District Court


County Commissioner

1st Judicial District



Lewis and Clark County

Butte-Silver Bow



MACO Representative

DCC member

John Strandell



Sheriff Cheryl Liedle

Department of Justice


Lewis and Clark County Sheriff

Chief, Investigations Bureau

Derek VanLuchene

Department of Justice

Investigations Bureau

The Committee organized its work along the 10 elements for court security planning established in a partnership between the National Center for State Courts and the National Sheriff’s Association. That document is attached.  

As a starting point, the committee surveyed all parties with an interest in District Court security including judges, chief youth court officers, clerks of the district courts and county sheriffs. In all, 176 surveys were sent out and more than 90% were returned. The survey responses - combined with the 10 elements for court security planning – provides a snapshot for some of the problems identified by the group.  The attached document provides specific information about some of the concerns. 

The committee members also identified a need to focus on disaster recovery as Montana could experience a natural disaster, which could affect the courts’ ability to operate.  The recommendations are divided into short-term and long-term recommendations.  At the direction of the DCC, the Court Administrator’s Office will begin work on the project in conjunction with local officials and state law enforcement. 

The recommendations are as follows (please note that the recommendations are broadly written – specifics can be provided, if needed.):

1. Each county court location should have a District Court safety and security committee to address in-county procedures and needs. The committee should - at a minimum – ensure the following:

a. That judges and staff (state and local staff) in the court system understand the evacuation plan for the courthouse and that other parts of the disaster plan are understood as well;

b. That judges and staff understand the threat reporting system and are following it; 

c. That juries and other citizens serving the courts are given information about courthouse evacuation plans at the start of their service as a juror; 

d. That problems are identified and addressed quickly and by all parties; and

e. Committees should – at a minimum – include representation from the judge(s), clerk of court, law enforcement, youth court, building maintenance/county official and the limited courts. 

2. The District Court Council adopted a standard threat reporting form for distribution to the District Courts, the Clerks of the District Courts, the courts of limited jurisdiction and the chief probation officers. The form (attached) will allow the districts to track all threats in a systematic manner. The following process will be followed with the threat reporting system:

a. Threats will be tracked using the approved tracking system. A copy of each form will go to the designated local law enforcement officer (sheriff or city police), the Department of Justice Criminal Investigation Bureau and the state Court Administrator's Office;

b. Threats will be evaluated by the Department of Justice and, when appropriate, entered into the DOJ’s intelligence system for tracking. DOJ will also work with local law enforcement as appropriate to respond to threats; 

c. Threats that are relevant to other parts of the court system (clerk’s office, youth court, limited court, etc.) will be reported to that office; and,

d. The Court Administrator's Office will produce a report each year with statistical data about threats. The report will be used to target and support court security steps. 

3. Standard operating procedures for a variety of court-related procedures will be written and distributed to county sheriffs and court officials. Department of Justice staff working with county sheriffs and court staff will prepare draft procedures, which will be distributed through the courts and MACO. The U.S. Marshall Service will also be asked to provide technical assistance. The procedures will address both rural and urban court issues, as there are differences in procedures, staff size and ability to implement suggested protocol. The procedures will cover a number of items including:

a. Prisoner transport in the courthouse and protocol in the courts;

b. Weapons in the courtroom;

c. Witness and jury practices;

d. Operating procedures including bailiff protocol and support;

e. Judicial safety and building safety during trials and court procedures;

f. Communications and emergency communications within the courthouse; and 

g. Other relevant practices.

4. The Court Administrator's Office on behalf of the District Court Council          has asked for full participation from other partners including the sheriffs’ association, MACO and clerks.  All of these parties were willing to respond to the survey and should be quickly approached to commit to being active partners in court security. In addition, county Disaster and Emergency Coordinators will specifically be asked to communicate with court employees to ensure that courts understand evacuation plans that all courthouses are required to have in place. 

5. Over the next year, the court system will partner with the Department of Justice to undertake a systematic survey of every court location and district/youth court office. The objective of this survey would be to identify potential problems that may require changes. In addition, the survey would identify security equipments or needs that should be installed in the various courtrooms.  The survey will establish a baseline for security needs and equipment in the courts. This information will assist in identifying budget recommendations for security needs.  

6. The group also recommended a series of interim steps to improve court security. These include:
a. The appropriate procedures for creating back-ups of computer systems should be issued to all clerks’ offices.

b. Panic button systems that are currently in place should immediately be tested and fixed, if needed.  A schedule for routine testing should be put in place. 

c. A “button panic” system designed by the Flathead County IT staff (which uses a computer system as an alert) will be piloted in Yellowstone County for use in other locations. The system, if operational, will provide a low-cost alternative to installing panic buttons.  

d. Training was provided to both limited court and district court judges at the fall judicial schools. Training will focus on personal safety both in and out of the courtroom. 

