
SPOTLIGHT: Essex County (MA)  
District Attorney’s Drug Diversion Program 

The Essex County District Attorney’s Drug Diversion 
Program is a program for young adult, non-violent 
offenders with substance use issues. This program 
seeks to reduce drug abuse and improve public safety 
by offering treatment rather than prosecute people 
charged with low-level drug-related offenses. With 
funding support from the state, the Essex County District 
Attorney’s Office has partnered with a local treatment 
provider in order to deliver wrap-around services to 
program participants. 

How It Works
Eligible participants are screened by the District 
Attorney’s Office staff both pre- and post-arraignment. 
Once a person is referred to the program, a Clinical 
Intake and Assessment Coordinator conducts an intake 
interview at the courthouse, which involves identifying 
the individual’s immediate safety needs and may 
include referral to a medical detox program, emergency 
psychiatric evaluation, an intensive outpatient program, or 
a residential treatment program. The Intake Coordinator 
may also help address other emergent issues, such as 
homelessness or an unsafe home life.

Following the initial intake, the case is assigned to a 
Clinical Case Manager, who will contact the participant 
the same day and schedule a case management session 
within a week. The Clinical Case Manager serves as 
the liaison among the participant, treatment providers, 
and the District Attorney’s Office, and oversees 
implementation of the participant’s individual treatment 
plan. Based on the individual’s unique needs, the Case 
Manager may help him/her enroll for MassHealth, 
identify a primary care physician, secure services 
through the Department of Transitional Assistance, 
access job placement services, and connect with 
other supportive services that could contribute to the 
participant’s stability and encourage recovery. 

If a participant successfully complies with the program 
for at least six months, then the District Attorney’s 
Office will either decline to prosecute, if the participant 
was referred pre-arraignment, or file to dismiss the 
charges, if the participant was referred post-arraignment. 

Compliance is refined as consistent and confirmed 
participation in treatment and weekly case management 
meetings, and the regular maintenance of sobriety 
from all illicit, non-prescribed substances and alcohol. 
A participant’s treatment plan may be amended and 
enhanced at any time based on a shift in his or her needs. 
Relapse is not always a basis for returning a participant 
to court for prosecution. If the participant struggles to 
follow their treatment plan, he or she may be allowed to 
remain in the program if he or she is willing to recommit 
to recovery and sobriety. 

Upon program completion, a participant can expect to 
have his or her housing, employment, and educational 
needs addressed with a concrete plan of continued 
treatment. The Clinical Case Manager will make 
recommendations and referrals to meet a participant’s 
anticipated needs for the six months following 
Diversion. Community-based services, delivered by the 
same treatment provider, are always available to former 
participants should they need additional support after 
leaving the program.

Building the Drug Diversion Program
This program was launched in 2007 by Essex County 
District Attorney Jonathan Blodgett with assistance 
from former Massachusetts State Sen. Steven Tolman, 
in response to a spike in heroin and prescription drug 
abuse. When the program started, it was only available in 
two district courts in the county. Over time, the program 
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“What’s unique about this program is that 
we’re doing everything we can to catch 
people at the beginning of the process, 
beginning of the cycle, which we’re trying 
very desperately to break.”

– Jonathan Blodgett,  
District Attorney Essex County, 

Massachusetts
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a comprehensive strategy to address substance use disorders and addiction.



administrators were able to build on early successes in 
these courts and steadily expand into all eight district 
courts.

The Drug Diversion Program is modeled on another, 
well-established program in the county, which focuses 
on diversion of juveniles and youthful offenders. Program 
coordinators were able to leverage the experiences of 
staff who worked on the existing program in order to 
build and implement something new. 

Eligibility Criteria
Cases are reviewed based on standards for acceptance 
established by the District Attorney, and participants 
are screened into the program either pre- or post-
arraignment. District Attorney’s Office staff consider a 
variety of factors when identifying participants, including 
the instant offense, past criminal history, and age. 
People arrested for low-level offenses, such as drug 
possession or shoplifting, may be eligible. However, 
anyone arrested for, or with a history of, drug trafficking, 
firearms offenses, or violent crimes are not eligible. 

Demonstrating Success
Program administrators report that about 60% of 
participants successfully complete the program, 
meaning that they finish their treatment program and 
remain drug-free so that the charges against them are 
dismissed.

Stakeholders & Partners
Program coordinators credit the program’s success to 
the strong relationship between the District Attorney’s 

Office and Project COPE. Project COPE is a local non-
profit substance abuse service provider that is tasked 
with the administration and oversight of clinical intake 
evaluations and treatment plans of program participants. 
Project COPE, which recently merged with Bridgewell, 
runs eight other programs, including two residential drug 
treatment programs. 

The program is funded as a line item in the annual budget 
of the Massachusetts Department of Public Health. 
These funds go directly to providing treatment support 
and services via Project COPE. The District Attorney’s 
Office absorbs the costs related with their involvement.

The District Attorney’s Office also engages local law 
enforcement agencies. Police officers are provided 
with information about the program, so that they may 
identify someone as appropriate for referral upon arrest.

The Future of the Drug Diversion 
Program
The Drug Diversion Program was recently expanded 
to include the eighth district court in the county. This 
particular court represented a unique challenge because 
the geographic district borders another state; many 
eligible participants were not local residents, which 
caused logistics issues in terms of arranging case 
management services. Staff from the District Attorney’s 
Office worked closely with Project COPE staff to identify 
solutions to these issues and to ensure the program 
could be effectively implemented at that location.
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Resources & References
Program’s Website: www.mass.gov/essexda/prevention-and-intervention/school-safety/essex-county-drug-diversion-
program.html. See also District Attorney Blodgett speak more about the Office’s commitment to this issue here: 
www.mass.gov/essexda/prevention-and-intervention/opiates.

Christian M. Wade, DA’s program gives addicts a chance at a clean record, The Salem News (Dec. 6, 2015), 
www.salemnews.com/news/local_news/da-s-program-gives-addicts-a-chance-at-a-clean/article_177e868f-4165-
50e1-b436-e4ef2399a806.html.
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