
 

 

 

Harris County SOBER Courts Host “April is Alcohol Awareness Month” event, 
1:00 p.m., April 3, 2017 
 

Houston, Texas —April is designated as National Alcohol Awareness Month, a time 

to come together as a community to raise awareness about the abuse of alcohol and 

how it affects families, individuals, communities and public safety.  Alcoholism is a 

chronic, progressive disease that can be fatal if not treated.  However, many people 

can and do recover—and that’s what the Harris County SOBER DWI Court program 

is all about.  The SOBER (Saving Ourselves By Education and Recovery) DWI Court 

program is a judicially supervised post-adjudication probation program for high-

risk, high-need DWI offenders.  DWI Courts involve multiple criminal justice 

stakeholders, including the probation department, the district attorney, defense 

attorneys, law enforcement and the judiciary, in a collaborative approach, which 

uses intensive supervision, client accountability and targeted treatment to change 

behavior.   

To celebrate Alcohol Awareness Month, the Harris County SOBER DWI Court 

judges, Robin Brown, Diane Bull, Natalie Fleming, Paula Goodhart, and Don Smyth, 

hosted an Alcohol Awareness on April 3rd. The celebration was an uplifting occasion 

as 41 current SOBER DWI Court graduates shared their journey in recovery.   

The program highlighted the successes of the recent SOBER DWI Court 

graduates, and also featured the contributions of key team members.  One of the 

SOBER DWI Court founders, Judge Robin Brown, a SOBER Court judge since 2008 

and Co-Chair of the Harris County Standing Committee that oversees county 

probation and pretrial services, announced her retirement from the program after 

over 9 years of service, and introduced her replacement, County Criminal Court at 

Law. No. 8 judge, Jay Karahan.  Judge Brown was instrumental in the development 

and expansion of the SOBER DWI Court program, and has trained judges throughout 

the state on DWI Court best practices.  Judge Brown received a special award at the 

event for her extraordinary efforts.  Longtime SOBER Court judge and Specialty 

Court Committee chair, Diane Bull, remarked, “Judge Brown is truly a SOBER Court 

hero.  She was instrumental in establishing this program.  And, for a long time, she 

was pulling the wagon with very little help.  She worked long hours, and called in 

every favor she had, to get this program off the ground and make it work.” Judge 

Brown stated, “This is the single most rewarding thing I’ve ever done in my 35-year 



career in criminal justice. I often speak about how this program transforms lives, 

but the strangest thing is one of the most transformed lives was my own.”   

One of Judge Brown’s most significant achievements was bringing law 

enforcement participation to the program.  The Harris County Sheriff provides three 

full-time deputies to assist the SOBER DWI Court program by conducting after-

hours home visits with program participants.  The law enforcement component of 

the program is essential to the success of the program. The specially trained 

Sheriff’s deputies provide invaluable services, visiting offenders’ homes to ensure 

they are living in a sober environment, as well as providing encouragement and 

moral support that is often missing in the probationers’ lives. These visits increase 

client accountability and help the probationers stay engaged in treatment and sober.  

Studies show that adding law enforcement involvement in DWI courts decreases 

recidivism by 88% and adds 44% in cost savings to the court and taxpayers.   

One of these SOBER DWI Court deputies, Dep. Rhonda Lawson, was 

recognized at the event for her significant contribution to the program. Her 

steadfast and caring support of the clients has made her a key member of the SOBER 

DWI Court team. Dep. Lawson spoke about her rewarding experiences in the SOBER 

DWI Court program.  Last month, Deputy Rhonda Lawson received high honors 

from the Texas Center for the Judiciary and was named the Texas 2017 Spotlight on 

Success Outstanding DWI Court Team Member. The Texas Center for the Judiciary is 

a nonprofit corporation whose purpose is to provide outstanding education so that a 

qualified and knowledgeable judiciary and their staff may administer justice with 

fairness, efficiency, and integrity.  This was the first time a law enforcement team 

member has received this award.1  Of the many DWI Court team members, who 

include judges, defense attorneys, prosecutors, probation officers, treatment 

professionals and law enforcement throughout the state of Texas, Dep. Lawson was 

recognized for her outstanding dedication and extraordinary support for SOBER 

DWI Court probationers in recovery.  Judge Laure Weiser, Judicial Resource Liaison 

for the Austin-based Texas Center for the Judiciary, travelled to Houston for the 

event and personally commended Dep. Lawson for her dedication to the recovering 

SOBER Court clients and community safety. 

To close the event, the judges acknowledged and thanked all of their 

community partners who helped make the program a success by working with the 

                                                             
1 A statewide leader in DWI Court best practices, the Harris County SOBER DWI Court program has 
been previously recognized by the Texas Center for the Judiciary, receiving the 2014 Spotlight on 
Success Outstanding Texas DWI Court Program award and three recent Spotlight on Success 
Outstanding Team Member awards, presented to Deputy Lawson (2017), SOBER team defense 
attorney, Tracie Palmer (2015), and Judge Diane Bull (2014). 



judges toward a common goal of reducing recidivism and increasing public safety.2  

Studies have shown that participants in DWI Court programs are up to 65% less 

likely to reoffend than offenders who are sentenced to jail or standard probation.  

These programs have been proven to save taxpayer dollars and enhance public 

safety. The Harris County SOBER DWI Court program was created pursuant to state 

mandate in 2008 and has continued to expand and improve to meet the growing 

needs of the community.  Under the direction of Harris County CSCD Director, Dr. 

Teresa May, the program was increased to include five SOBER DWI Court dockets. In 

accordance with evidence-based practices, the program features specialized dockets 

targeting specific needs based on the participants’ age, gender, and language. 

Improvements in the program and in assessment have allowed the courts to 

significantly increase the number of appropriate high-risk, high-need DWI clients 

than can be admitted into the program. The program also now features outstanding 

in house substance abuse treatment, designed by behavior expert, Dr. Brian Lovins, 

Deputy Director of Harris County CSCD.   These improvements have enhanced the 

tremendous impact that the Harris County SOBER DWI Court program has had on 

the safety of the community.   

 

                                                             
2 Dr. Teresa May, director of the Harris County Community Supervision and Corrections Department, 
has been instrumental in expanding the program to better serve the needs of the county, providing 
highly skilled supervision staff and outstanding in house treatment for participants.  District Attorney 
Kim Ogg has staffed the SOBER dockets with experienced prosecutors who actively participate in the 
program.  Harris County Sheriff Ed Gonzales has provided three full-time deputies to assist the 
program by conducting after-hours home visits.  The Harris County Commissioners court has 
generously funded the program to enable expansion to meet the needs of the community and 
enhance roadway safety. 



 

Judge Laura Weiser, Judicial Resource Liaison for the Texas Center for the Judiciary, 

attended the event to support the program and their recent Spotlight on Success Outstanding DWI 

Court Team Member award winner, Dep. Rhonda Lawson. (Pictured from left to right are Judge Paula 

Goodhart, Judge Diane Bull, Judge Natalie Fleming, Judge Robin Brown, Judge Laura Weiser, Judge 

Don Smyth, and HCSO Dep. Rhonda Lawson 

 

SOBER DWI Court trailblazer Judge Robin Brown announced her retirement and received an 

award for her significant achievements and service to the program.  (Pictured: Kelly Doyal, SOBER 

DWI Court program coordinator, Judge Robin Brown) 



 

Meet the new judicial team.  Judge Jay Karahan is welcomed as the newest member of the 

SOBER Court family! (Pictured: Judge Jay Karahan, Judge Natalie Fleming, Judge Paula Goodhart, 

Judge Diane Bull, and Judge Don Smyth) 

 


