COMMENTARY

OATH finds a better way to address minor offenses

The chart of minor offenses beginning on page 16 of this issue is a marvelous list of good manners and of pro-
hibitions against inappropriate behavior in public places. Offenders disturb the peace and civility of City life. These
are cultural offenses, and OATH, the City’s administrative agency that hears the cases and imposes the civil penalty,
has come up with a cultural remedy.

OATH may impose community service as a civil penalty on an offender, and, in many instances, the community
service penalty can be as little as one hour. How can one hour of community service be managed? OATH, with the
assistance of the Center for Court Innovation, has come up with an innovative answer.

The offender is required to view an e-learning, interactive video on the harms that minor offenses can cause. For
example, not cleaning up after your dog is not only offensive and dirty, but puts at risk the health of children and
others who play or walk in the area. Or, other examples include how riding a bicycle in a park endangers pedestrians
and park users, and how a community is affected by excessive noise and littering. The e-learning module provides
lessons, practices and learning outcomes aimed at preventing future offenses. Reflecting New York City’s diversity,
the module is offered in seven languages as it outlines the summons process and encourages offenders to avoid
receiving a future summons. The idea is to make the offender aware of the most common quality of life offenses and
their consequences for the community.

OATH elected not to impose physical work on offenders, but rather to use the hour to educate the offender. If
two or three hours of community service is ordered, the additional time is spent doing clerical work at the OATH
office following a viewing of the video and the e-learning module.

OATH began implementing the community service option in June 2017. By the end of March 2018, 625 offend-
ers have accepted and completed the community service penalty. OATH and the Center for Court Innovation are still
evaluating the results, but this effort is surely aimed in the right direction. None of the 82 offenses listed in the chart
belonged in the criminal courts where jail, bail, fines and criminal records are the only outcomes.

Congratulations to OATH for daring to take on this innovative challenge.
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