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INTRODUCTION TO THIS REPORT 

This Stntus Report summarizes the work of 
the Vera Institute of Justice, through July, 1991. It 
is presented in chapters that group a diverse 
program development portfolio under general 
substantive headings. Each chapter begins with 
an historical summary of Vera's past work in that 
area, and then describes in a bit more detail the 
work performed during the current period. 

Background 
The Vera Institute was created in 1961 to 

assist the agencies comprising New York City's 
rriminal justice system to develop and test new 
techniques to enhance public safety and to make 
the criminal justice system more just and more 
efficient. General support grants from the Ford 
Foundation and from the Edna McConneU Clark 
Foundation have provided to Vera the core 
financing that gives the Instituteits independence 
from the government agencies whose functions 
are the subject of its reform efforts. Since 1967, the 
City itself has contracted with the Institute for 
particular projects, conceived by the core staff 
who have been supported by general support 
grants. In recent years, Vera has been building an 
Endowment Fund that is gradually reducing the 
need for general support grants. 

How the First Proiect Established a 
New Approach toa~esearch and 
Development in Criminal Justice 

The idea of a Vera Institute began one 
evening in 1960, during a social conversation 
between Louis Schweitzer and an official of 
New York City's Department of Correction. 
Schweitzer learned that the local jails were 
dangerously overcrowded. He was told that 
thousands were being detained for long periods, 
at high public expense, on minor charges for 
which they were not likely to be jailed evenif they 
were eventually found guilty. He was told that 
many were not, in fact, convicted and that they 
were subjected to pretrial imprisonment not 
because a judge ordered it, but because they were 
unable to pay the fees of bail bondsmen or to put 
up the collateral bondsmen require. 

Schweitzer.was an immigrant chemical en- 
gineer who had prospered & this country and 
had become an active philanthropist. It shocked 
him to think that poverty had in effect become a 
punishable offense. The way he saw it, decisions 
about an individual's liberty should be made by 
judges, not by insurance agents. He sensed that a 
man with no collateral might be as good a risk as 
many men with a great deal of it. And he thought 
building more jails was a waste of taxpayers' 
money, if the real problem was the American 
system of bail. 

Schweitzer quickly arranged to talk with 
guards andinmates in one of the city's jails. These 
conversations confirmed his impression that the 
&is was not in the supply of jail cells but in the 
money bail system that was filling them. 
Convinced that a publicly-spirited private group 
could find a solution - even to a problem that 
would ordinarily be thought the exclusive 
province of lawyers - he engaged a staff to help 
him find one. 

The staff's research disclosed that all major 
studies of the American bail system since 1920 had 
exposed the same defects. Their interviews with 
New York judges, prosecutors, defense lawyers, 
bondsmen and prisoners made it clear that a 
substantial proportion of those imprisoned for 
inability to post bail had strong family ties, stable 
residence, and current or recent jobs in the area, 
and that they would be good bets to return to 
court voluntarily if released on their own 
recognizance. This research uncovered the 
surprising fact that - even by 1960 - the court's 
statutory power to release on recognizance @OR) 
was being used inless than one percent of cases. 

As neither forty years of academic research 
nor the informed opinions of practitioners had 
changed the system's reliance on money bail, the 
staff hired by Schweitzer designed an actioil- 
research project that would both win release for 
defendants who could be relied upon to return to 
court voluntarily, and give judges the confidence 
to ROR such individuals in the future. 










































































































































































