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The Montgomery County criminal justice system is extending a helping hand to veterans of the U.S. armed services.

The county next week will launch a new intensive treatment court designed to meet the specialized needs of veterans with substance abuse or mental health problems who have run afoul of the law.

"You can call it a 'pay back' program for the debt that we owe those who served our country," said Commissioner Chairman James. R. Matthews.

"It's the right thing to do," said county Court Administrator Michael R. Kehs, explaining the operations of the new Veterans Court to the county commissioners Tuesday. "It is not just the individual we are impacting, it is entire families."

There already are four Veterans Courts operating in Pennsylvania, in Allegheny, Philadelphia, Lackawanna and, most recently, Chester counties.

Bucks County Court Administrator Douglas Praul said there has been discussion in Bucks about starting a Veterans Court "but we are not there yet."

Bucks several months ago launched its first specialized court, drug treatment court, he explained.

"It would be too difficult to administer and manage our resources by starting two treatment courts at one time," said Praul.

To date, Praul said, the drug treatment court "appears to be going well." The successful operation of this specialized court could serve to encourage the start-up of other specialized courts further down the road, according to Praul.

Montgomery County already has well established and functioning drug treatment and behavioral health courts.

Montgomery County Judge William J. Furber Jr., a Marine veteran, will supervise the program that will get under way next Thursday, said Kehs. He estimated the program will start with three defendants and build from there.

There are about 400 veterans now in the county's criminal justice system. This includes 70 serving time in the county prison and another 330 under the supervision of the adult probation department.

The Veterans Court will be limited to defendants who are eligible for Veteran Administration benefits and who also suffer from traumatic brain injury, post-traumatic stress disorder, military sexual trauma or psychological and/or substance abuse problems requiring treatment.

All qualified U.S. veterans, regardless of county residency, will be eligible for the program if they are being prosecuted in Montgomery County.

While the program will primarily involve defendants who commit non-violent crimes, other types of crime will be considered on a case-to-case basis. Those charged with murder or manslaughter will not be considered for the program under any circumstances.

Under the program, veterans will plead guilty to their offenses and then undergo intensive court-supervised treatment for their problems.

If they successfully complete the program, the charges against them could be reduced or their sentences be reduced, said Kehs.

Each program participant will be provided with a mentor who has also served in the armed services. That mentor will help the participant through the program as well as hook the veteran up with any services for which the veteran and his/her family may be eligible. This can range from home loans to job training to financial assistance for education.

County veterans affairs Director John Nowak said he already has lined up about four mentors. There is a particular need for mentors among those who have served in Afghanistan and/or Iraq, according to Nowak.

Nowak said he had contacted the county bar association for potential volunteer mentors.

Commissioner Bruce L. Castor Jr. suggested that he also contact local fraternal organizations of police, county detectives and staff at the county prison, saying that many of them served on these two war fronts.

There are about 70,000 veterans in the Montgomery County. Vietnam vets make up the largest segment at 34 percent, said Nowak. Peacetime vets account for another 25 percent as do veterans of the Afghanistan, Iraq and the Gulf war fronts. Six percent of the county's veterans are World War II vets while those who served during the Korean War account for another 10 percent of the county's veteran population, according to Nowak.
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