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Jefferson County

Featured Article

Courthouse Security Screening: Is there a Method to this Madness?
RETURN   TO   TABLE   OF   CONTENTS

We all have to deal with courthouse security. To me, however, it seems to be getting more

and more ridiculous.  Chuck Lanehart’s article on the Lubbock County Courthouse was in our

report of April 22, 2013.  On this issue, Chuck wrote:

Were it not for an intractable and
stupid security policy that treats
lawyers like crime suspects, I would
bless my native courthouse with a
perfect five stars. Instead, I give the
Lubbock County Courthouse
four-and-a-half stars.

I am presuming that many of you

share Chuck’s sentiments about your

local courthouse.  In the last two years,

I’ve attended court in no less than a

dozen Texas courthouses, and I share it

about all of them. I’ve also visited at more than a dozen TDCJ units in the same period.  I have

similar complaints about their methodology, but that’s a story for another day.  

If we consider Chuck’s rating of 5 stars to be a 100% rating, then downgrading a

particular court to 4½ stars relates to a 10% reduction -- a grade of 90%.  In academic terms,

intolerable courthouse security will change a grade “A” courthouse down to a grade “B”

courthouse.  I have to say, that seems reasonable to me.  Now, let’s look at specific questions. 

David A. Schulman, TIBA cofounder, has  co-authored this report since
1993. He was a member of the Court of Criminal Appeals' staff from 1991
to1993, and has been lead counsel in hundreds of direct appeals and
habeas corpus proceedings.  David reviews every published criminal case
from the Court of Criminal Appeals and Courts of Appeals on a daily
basis. He has been Board Certified in Criminal Law since 1991 and was
one of the first attorneys to become Board Certified in both Criminal Law
and Criminal Appellate law. See his website at www.davidschulman.com.
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Bell County

Bell County

Items of Clothing

Hats & Belts: I sort of

understand the taking off my belt rule. 

I think that all courthouses have that

rule.  However, I do not understand the

rule, or lack thereof, about hats.  If

we’re worried about things that might

not be detected by the omnipresent

metal detector, why do I not have to

remove my hat when entering some

courthouses?  

My hair on top is nearly all gone,

but you can’t tell that when I have a hat (even a cook’s hat like in my profile photo) on my head. 

Once upon a time, when I had lots of hair, I could have easily concealed a plastic knife up there. 

Nevertheless, I’m only asked  to remove my head covering about half of the time.  

More confusing are those courthouses where I have not been asked to remove my head

covering, but security agents required men wearing ball caps or western hats to remove them.

I certainly don’t think that courthouse security thinks it a religious item, but you can’t be too

sure.  

Jackets & Sweatshirts: I’m also

confused about jackets and hooded

sweatshirts (“hoodies”),  like the lad in

the photo to the right.  I generally don’t

have to take off my jacket.  Even this

past week, when I wore my hooded

Texas Tech sweatshirt into the

Williamson County Courthouse, I

wasn’t asked to remove it, and nobody

asked to pat me down.  Even today, I

could conceal a dozen or so heavy plastic

knifes under my coat.  I have to tell you,

I find this to be pretty strange.

Jewelry: The contradictions in

courthouse security continue to baffle

me.   In  some courthouses, you have to take off your “jewelry” - watches rings, etc.  I’ve even had

to take off the rope bracelet I usually wear.   In other courthouses, I’ve been told specifically that

there is no need to take off jewelry. I wonder about my new smart watch.

TIBA’s Texas Law Reporter - Vol. 21, No. 45 - November 11, 2013 - Page 2



Dallas County

TSA Laptop Screening

Electronics

Cell Phones:  There are similar contradictions with cell phones.  Most courthouse security

teams want them “on” so they can see that the device

is really a working cell phone.  I’ve also been in

courthouses where I’ve been instructed, either by a

deputy or a posted sign, such as this past Monday in

Cameron County, to turn all cell phones off.  As with

belts, I kind of understand the idea that, if the device

purporting to be a cell phone is in “on” status, it’s

easier to ascertain whether the device actually is a

cell phone.  I’m at a complete loss about the rule in

courthouses where I have to ensure my phones (yes,

I carry two) are turned off.  

The cell phone rule would be more

understandable if one of the security officers had to

observe that it was really a cell phone before you had

to turn it off.  That would make some sense.  I’ve

never experienced that scenario, however.  So, you

may “color me amazed.”1  No, I guess that should be,

“color me amazed once again.”2  Given how confusing 

this whole courthouse security thing is, you

may “color me amazed at least one more

time.”3

Computer Equipment: Since the

terrorist attacks in September 2001, I have

traveled to 18 of the sister states and 9 foreign

countries.  Every time I fly, I am required to

remove my laptops (yes, I travel with two) for

inspection.  

  1  See Aldrighetti v. State, 507 S.W.2d 770, 775 (Tex.Cr.App. 1974); Onion, PJ, concurring and
dissenting.

  2  See Taylor v. State, 508 S.W.2d 393, 397 (Tex.Cr.App. 1974); Onion, PJ, dissenting.

  3  See Lawson v. State, 604 S.W.2d 91, 93 (Tex.Cr.App. 1979); Onion, PJ - majority opinion. 

TIBA’s Texas Law Reporter - Vol. 21, No. 45 - November 11, 2013 - Page 3



Victoria County

Security Officer

Before boarding a flight back to

Austin from the Pacific Northwest in

September, I had to endure “enhanced

security screening” because the TSA

agent who swabbed my laptop (I didn’t

know they did that) reported a “positive

reaction” to something.  Nobody ever

explained what that meant, but all

three of the TSA agents involved were

courteous and I didn’t miss my flight. 

So, no harm no foul, right?

I question, however, if laptops

and tablets are of such concern to TSA

and TDCJ (they check them closely,

also), why don’t I need to remove my laptop from my backpack at any Texas’ courthouse?   Also,

what about the other pieces of computer equipment I routinely bring into courthouses such as

my portable scanner (which has to look like a brick of C-4 plastic explosive on a computer

screen), combination bluetooth mouse / laser pointer, omnidirectional boundary microphone, or

carrying case filled with portable storage drives ?   Just “color me amazed again, this time with

a shade of deep concern.”4 

Finally, to paraphrase the oft misquoted line from “The Treasure of the Sierra Madre,”

John Huston’s 1948 classic, “Badges?  We ain’t got no badges. We need badges.  I need to show

you a stinkin’ badge.”  The issue is

visitor’s badges for licensed attorneys.

It has always galled me that my

status as an attorney is not be sufficient

to provide the confidence necessary to be

permitted to bypass courthouse security. 

My belief is that, since courthouse

security is usually considered to be

within the bailiwick of the local sheriff,

some anti-lawyer bias must be at play

when lawyers are lumped in with the

general public for purposes of

courthouse security.    

  4  See Antunez v. State, 647 S.W.3d 649, 651 (Tex.Cr.App. 1983); Onion, PJ, dissenting.
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Lubbock County

To my knowledge, none of the

violence in Texas’s courthouses has been

attributed to any licensed attorney.5  I am

aware, however, of one exception.  Last

week, a McLennan County prosecutor

accidentally shot out the window of his

office while “inspecting” a colleague’s

handgun.6  The reality is that there has

been much more violence directed at

lawyers, both privately employed and those

who work for the State, outside the

courthouse.  

When preparing to write this article, and being aware of his feelings on the subject, I

contacted Chuck Lanehart and asked him whether the lawyers in Lubbock County were

permitted to have  badges which would allow them not to be screened.  Chuck reported that the

Lubbock County Bar Association has been in talks with the Sheriff for a long time, attempting

to get bypass badges, but have been continually turned down. However, “for the past year, we

have been working on a proposal for the County Commissioners.”  The plan, spearheaded by the

Lubbock Criminal Defense Lawyers Association, is a common sense plan providing easy access

for local attorneys, without any increase in costs to the County.7  The plan will be formally

presented to the Lubbock County Commission in the very near future. 

I know that there was a similar plan in Victoria County,8 but I’m not sure whether it ever

came to fruition.  Personally, I’m in favor of any plan which allows lawyers to be treated in the

manner that esteemed professionals should be treated.  I hope the Lubbock County Bar proposal

succeeds.  

  5  I am fully aware that George Lott, who murdered Chris Marshall and John Edwards at the old
Tarrant County Courthouse in 1992, has been described as an attorney.  The reality, however, is that
he had not practiced law in a number of years and was not licensed to practice law at the time of the two
murders.  See Texas Executes Former Lawyer Who Killed Two in Courtroom, New York Times,
September 21, 1994.

  6  See Local Prosecutor Shoots Out Office Window; KWTX TV, Waco; see also, Asst. DA's Gun
Discharges at County Courthouse, KXXV TV, Waco.

  7  See Lubbock County Frequent Courthouse Visitors Badge Program - A Proposal to the Lubbock
County Commissioner (click link for complete text).  We have also posted the Power Point which was
used in the presentation to the County Commission (click link to view), and been informed that the
significance of the three history slides of newspaper clippings, as was pointed out to the individual
commissioners, is that the instigators of each incident were prosecutors, who, under the current system,
would have had bypass badges.

  8  See Attorneys Ask for Different Courthouse Security Approach; Victoria Advocate; August 2012.
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