


(Credit: RKP/Adobe Stock)

NEWS

How Fulton
County’s Project
Orca Devoured
108,661 Court
Cases and Counting
“There are people whose lives were
on hold three or four years,” Fulton
County's Alton Adams said. “Had
we not done this, they’d have to
wait two to three more years to [see
their cases go to trial and] get on
with their lives. We’re happy we
were able to impact so many
people, and use the dollars to
address the part of the
government’s system that was
hugely impacted by COVID.”
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On June 30, 2021, during a Fulton

County Board of Commissioners

meeting with the county’s mayors at

the height of the COVID-19 pandemic,

County Manager Dick Anderson said

Fulton’s court case backlog had gotten

out of control.

“Fundamentally, there’s about 200,000

cases [estimated] in the backlog,

[and] 1,000 folks [are] in the Fulton

County Jail unindicted as a

consequence of this,” he said then. “It

will take about 30 to 34 months to

work this backlog down, and that

assumes over 300 additional [Fulton

employees] will be hired, from judges

to assistant district attorneys to public

defenders to other court personnel.”

At that time, the state’s courts

remained closed due to pandemic-

related health and safety restrictions.

‘We Brainstormed’‘We Brainstormed’

Just

over

five

months later, when Fulton’s courts

finally reopened, county leaders

embarked on a plan to address the

backlog—which, after being

inventoried, totaled 148,209 open and

active cases. Fulton, the state’s largest

and most populous county with

Georgia’s largest court case backlog,

chose a name just as big for the

strategy: Project Orca.

The funds allocated were just as large:

the county used $75 million of the

$200 million in federal American

Rescue Plan Act monies it received in

2021 for pandemic-related programs to

eliminate the case backlog. They must

be spent by Dec. 31, 2024. Ché

Alexander, who at the time was

working as a consultant for the county

and today is its clerk for the superior

and magistrate courts, came up with

the name.

“I took all the cases from all the courts,

did the analysis, decided what a model

would look like, and we brainstormed

and put some things together. The next

thing I know, we were making a

presentation to the board and we went

forward with the pilot [program] to the

cases,” she said.

A

Orcas are killer whales and the largest

members of the dolphin family. “Orca”

is also the name of a 1977 movie about

a hunter battling a killer whale—coming

out just two years after the iconic shark

movie “Jaws” and capitalizing on its

popularity. Orcas have also been in the

news lately, attacking boats in

Southern Europe, where boaters have

reported more than 500 interactions in

the past three years.

For Fulton, “orca” has been

synonymous with “solution.” As of July

31, about a year and a half after

launching Project Orca, the county had

disposed of 108,661 cases, becoming a

model for justice systems across the

state and nation. In July, Fulton won

one of the National Association of

Counties’ Achievement Awards for its

innovative methods of whittling down

the backlog. In May it won an

Association County Commissioners of

Georgia County of Excellence Award

for the same reason.

Houston’s Harris County, Texas’ most

populous county with over 4.7 million

residents, is one of the municipalities

that has contacted Fulton to learn the

secrets to the project’s success.

County justice system leaders

interviewed for this article said one

reason Project Orca has worked is it

took a holistic approach with all

departments, which were running in

silos prior to the plan’s launch. Since

then, they have communicated and

collaborated more often, and meet

regularly to provide updates on how

the strategy is doing and whether any

improvements need to be made.

By the NumbersBy the Numbers

According to information provided by

the county, Project Orca started on

Dec. 6, 2021, with 148,209 open and

active cases: 15,888 in superior court,

16,300 with the district attorney’s

office, 20,124 in state court, 39,435 in

magistrate court and 56,462 with the

solicitor general’s office.

As of July 31, 108,661 cases have been

disposed, leaving 39,548: 10,107 in

superior court, 1,959 with the district

attorney’s office, 7,511 in state court,

10,951 in magistrate court and 9,020

with the solicitor general’s office.

As part of Project Orca, each

department has hired extra staff to deal

with the backlog, and Alexander said

salaries were increased for the public

defenders, sheriff’s deputies and

marshals. As of July 31, the DA’s office

had hired 64; state court, 13; superior

court, 32; probate court, 15; juvenile

court, 10; the solicitor general’s office,

31; clerk of superior and magistrate

courts, nine; the public defender’s

office, 17; county marshal, 12;

magistrate court, five; and sheriff’s

office, 15. But each department was still

short of its goal of being fully staffed,

with the deficit ranging from one to 15

employees.

Alton Adams, Fulton’s chief operating

officer for justice, public safety and

technology, and one of Project Orca’s

leaders, said hiring and keeping staff

has been an issue since the program

began.

“We never got up to our maximum

hiring allotment. [One month] we’d hire

10 and lose four. In the next month,

we’d hire 10 and lose two,” he said.

As of Aug. 8, Fulton had 3,623 inmates

in five jail facilities, according to Sheriff

Patrick “Pat” Labat. Since March 1, the

county’s justice system has made

changes to reduce the jail population,

including: the sheriff’s office doubling

the number of inmate transports to

superior court, adding four new senior

judges for criminal trials and building

out trail calendars for the rest of the

year, assigning some superior court

civil cases to state court for the rest of

2023.

Labat, who has dealt with

overcrowding at the main jail facility

since taking office in January 2021,

said without Project Orca helping get

detainees’ cases processed and out of

jail, “we would not be able to function

on a daily basis with an additional 400

to 500 detainees.”

After analyzing inmates’ Zoom usage

data, the county added up to five Zoom

booths on each floor of the main jail to

provide them with safe and easy ways

to communicate with their lawyers and

participate in court hearings.

Fulton also increased the number of C-

3 contract lawyers by 20 to represent

over 60 defendants, developing new

Odyssey software queries for

automated and on-demand reports

showing indicted and unindicted

inmates, holding criminal court cases

on Saturdays for 20 to 50 inmates

each week, and creating a dedicated

calendar for competency cases.

‘A Model and‘A Model and
Beacon’Beacon’

Prior to Project Orca’s launch, the

Fulton justice system was in dire straits

due to the pandemic shutdown.

“There are people whose lives were on

hold three or four years,” Adams said.

“Had we not done this, they’d have to

wait two to three more years to [see

their cases go to trial and] get on with

their lives. We’re happy we were able

to impact so many people, and use the

dollars to address the part of the

government’s system that was hugely

impacted by COVID.”

Alexander added, “It was in such a bad

situation where there were defendants

in jail that normally would have had

their preliminary court date in 14 days

but were having to wait 100-plus days.

We had to start thinking outside the

box. Without the commitment of the

commissioners and the county to

invest in this project, I can’t imagine

where we would be without Project

Orca right now.”

Fulton County Solicitor General Keith

Gammage said that, before Project

Orca launched, it took cases received

by his department 18 to 24 months to

go to trial, but today it’s down to 90

days.

“Fulton County has been a model and

beacon for other jurisdictions across

the state,” he said, crediting “the

flexibility to get in and start working

and make those adjustments without

the county government being so rigid.”

As an example, he said, “We started a

process where we began to address

court jail cases at 4 a.m.”

“The expedited calendar was birthed

based on our [pandemic-related]

needs,” Gammage said.

Before Project Orca’s launch, the

county’s plans included having 20

more courtrooms, with District Attorney

Fani Willis convening two grand juries

at the same time, instead of one, and

doubling its trial capacity.

But as leaders started to implement

that strategy and realized it would

require too much staffing to

accomplish that mission, they adjusted

the plan by adding only a handful of

courtrooms but ensuring they were

fully staffed.

Today the county has 54 courtrooms:

38 in the main complex, 14 in juvenile

court and two others it added for civil

trials in the state-owned James

“Sloppy” Floyd Building, located

only one-third of a mile from the Fulton

courthouse in downtown Atlanta.

Justice system leaders said the

project’s flexibility, which included the

freedom to allocate more resources to

other departments as needed, has

been one of its keys to success, and

Gammage said the extra staffing has

led to a huge morale boost for

employees.

‘The Results Are‘The Results Are
Clear’Clear’

Willis was not available for an interview,

and she’s been criticized for the

amount of staff and resources she’s

allocated to the 2020 election

interference investigation that resulted

in 19 defendants being indicted,

including former President Donald

Trump. But since taking office in

January 2021, she has said she wants

to do everything possible to eliminate

the county’s court case backlog.

“It will take another year, or another 18

months, to be operating where we

should be, where it’s only six to nine

months waiting for [defendants’ cases

to go to trial],” Willis said at the

Buckhead Coalition’s 33rd annual

luncheon in January.

She noted the county’s unindicted

criminal case backlog totaled 16,300

cases when she entered office. Willis

said about half of those cases came

from before and during the pandemic,

inherited from longtime DA Paul

Howard, whom she defeated in the

2020 election.

Fulton Superior Court Judge Robert

McBurney said having the courts

create pandemic-related strategies

such as using virtual jury selection in

civil cases and utilizing the

courthouse’s two ceremonial

courtrooms to socially distance up to

60 jurors in a courtroom for criminal

cases helped whittle down the

backlog.

“The Orca project has been as close to

an unqualified success that a local

government project could be,” he said.

“There were hiccups at the beginning

and not everything worked as initially

envisioned, but the hallmark of the

project was to adapt and improve, and

we’ve done that, and the results are

clear.”

Like many lawyers, plaintiff attorney

Lloyd Bell was excited to participate in

trials again following the pandemic

pause. He was one of the lawyers

involved in Mary Hendon v. Steven
Smith, a Fulton State Court medical-

malpractice trial that was held in the

Floyd Building in June. Though his side

lost the case, Bell said he was pleased

with the experience.

“It was smaller than some of the

courtrooms we’re used to, but there

was good access to the jury. There was

room to work,” he said, adding the

technology and equipment set up for

evidence displays, deposition

transcripts and witness’ Zoom

testimonies all worked well.

“One negative I would say is, it wasn’t

designed with jury trials in mind, so …

we had to make accommodations to

separate them from everyone else,” he

added.

Nevertheless, Bell, who started his

career in the U.S. Army JAG Corps,

noted that he’s used to trying cases “in

tents and in the field at some times.”

“We’re all pleased to try cases again. I

would try them in the parking lot of the

7-Eleven if I could, to get our cases

moved,” Bell said with a laugh.
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