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With funding from the local League of Women Voters, the Dispute Settlement 

Center (“the Center”) in Durham, North Carolina opened in 1983.  Since then, the program has expanded from only mediating criminal cases to also handling family and divorce disputes, school conflict programs and corporate workplace training programs.  

Worthless Checks

Before entering the court system, all worthless-check cases in Durham are first referred to the Center.  More than 2,000 worthless-check cases are handled annually.  The Center has significantly reduced the court system’s caseload for worthless-check cases. From 1988 to 1998, the Center handled 17,200 cases involving more than $1 million.       

Merger


When Durham County’s two school districts were forced to merge, the Center hosted a series of hearings, meetings and forums to help community members adjust to the abrupt change.  For 10-months, 15 Mediators hosted a series of meetings and forums involving at least 41 community groups.  Many observers report that the Center’s efforts were key to the successful merger.

Mediation Outcomes


According to a 1992 evaluation conducted by researchers at the University of North Carolina’s Institute of Government, 88 percent of interpersonal misdemeanor cases referred to the Center by the courts resulted in agreements between the parties.  Between 85 percent and 95 percent of complainants and respondents were satisfied with procedures and outcomes of their mediation hearings; the percentage depended on the questions asked.

Budget and Funding

The Center’s budget was $260,000 in 1996, which was significantly larger than the average budget for North Carolina mediation programs ($112,000).  Only 2 of North Carolina’s  24 mediation programs—the Orange County and Pitt County mediation programs—have comparable budgets.  Buncombe County has the only program with a significantly larger budget ($383,000) than Durham’s.  According to the National Association for Community Mediation’s 1996 survey, 78 percent of community mediation programs have annual budgets of less than $150,000. Twelve percent of community mediation programs have budgets in the $150,000-$300,000 range and only 10 percent have budgets above $300,000.


The Center receives 26 percent of its funding from the Administrative Office of the Courts.  The City of Durham provides 13 percent for contracts.  Forty percent is derived from contracts and fees for technical assistance, training and program development programs.  The remaining 21 percent consists of Grants, Interest on Lawyers’ Trust Accounts (IOLTA) funds, donations and related sources.

Alternative Programs

· Worthless checks

Consumer Focus and Involvement [MC]

· Community & Consumer Involvement [MC-4]

Financial Management & Budgeting [MF]  
· Efficiency and Effectiveness [MF-5]

Information and Analysis [MI]

-
Organizational/Program Activity & Performance  [MI-1]

Resource Development & Fundraising [MR]

-
Diversified Funding [MR-1]

States

· North Carolina




More than 2,000 worthless-check cases are handled annually. . . From 1988 to 1998, the Center handled 17,200 cases involving more than $1 million.       
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