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Hello, my name is Stephen A. Zappala, Jr. and I would like to welcome you 
to the Allegheny County District Attorney's Office. Since 1998, I have had 
the privilege of serving as the District Attorney for Allegheny County 
residents.  
 
As District Attorney, I am the Chief Law Enforcement Officer for the 
county and am responsible for seeking justice on a daily basis for the 
citizens of this county. In addition, I am also charged with protecting the 
rights of our society and the individuals who make up that society. To that 
end, I am extremely proud of the staff of attorneys and support personnel 
who have been brought together to carry out what is oftentimes a broad and 
complex mission. 
 
I am honored each and every day to represent the citizens of this county. I 
am confident that this office will continue to carry out its mission with the 
respect and enthusiasm the residents of this county deserve. 
 
Please take a look at this brochure to learn more about the function of the 
District Attorney’s Office, the criminal justice system and some of the 
outreach programs sponsored by my office.  
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About the Office 
 
Allegheny County covers an area of approximately 730 square miles and 
has a population of approximately 1.3 million people. The Office of the 
District Attorney serves as the Chief Law Enforcement Office of the county 
and accepts referrals from more than 100 active police departments 
including the City of Pittsburgh Bureau of Police, the Allegheny County 
Police Department and the Allegheny County Sheriff's Department. The 
office is also responsible for approving complaints filed by private citizens.  
 
The Allegheny County District Attorney's Office employs more than 200 
employees, including more than 100 attorneys, as well as detectives, crime 
scene analysts and numerous support staff. In terms of size, the District 
Attorney's Office would qualify as one of the top ten law firms in the area. 
 
The main office is located on the third and fourth floors of the Allegheny 
County Courthouse along Grant Street in downtown Pittsburgh. A 
secondary office is located on the second floor of the Dormont Borough 
Municipal Building along Hillsdale Avenue in Dormont. This location 
houses the Investigations Unit and the Grand Jury. Satellite offices are 
located at the Waterfront in Homestead, City of Pittsburgh Municipal Court, 
McKeesport, the Mitchell Building, and the Family Division of the 
Allegheny County Court System.     
        
    
Role of the District Attorney 
 
The prosecution of crimes in Pennsylvania is delegated to local government 
officials. Pennsylvania is comprised of 67 counties. Each county has a 
District Attorney and a Court of Common Pleas. Jurisdiction over crimes 
committed in a county falls to the Court of Common Pleas. In Allegheny 
County, as in all counties in Pennsylvania, there is also a minor judiciary. 
Magisterial District Judges preside in the courtrooms of the minor judiciary, 
throughout Allegheny County. The first steps of any criminal prosecution 
take place before the minor judiciary. 

To download a free copy of this brochure, 
visit our website:  

 
www.da.allegheny.pa.us 

 
Click on “Download Brochure” 



 

Allegheny County is the second largest county, by population, in the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania. 

 

TRIVIA QUESTION:  Can you name the other three Commonwealths in the United 

States? 

 

The answer appears at the bottom of page 32. 
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Criminal Procedure     
 
The following process describes how a prosecution would proceed through 
the court system in Pennsylvania. 
 
Crime Committed 
 
An act is committed by an adult or juvenile in violation of certain 
enumerated laws of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania such as the Crimes 
Code, Motor Vehicle Code, the Pharmacy Act, etc. 
 
Police Notified 
 
If police are not present at the time and location of the criminal act, they are 
contacted by victims or witnesses, often through the Allegheny County  
9-1-1 Dispatch Center.   
 
Police Investigate 
 
Investigation may include interviewing the victim, witnesses and/or 
suspects; collecting physical evidence; visiting, viewing, photographing 
and/or measuring the crime scene; and identifying suspects through photo 
arrays or line-ups. 
 
Police File Complaint 
 
After an alleged crime is investigated, the police initiate the criminal 
process by filing a complaint with the appropriate Magisterial District Judge 
or by making a warrantless arrest (referred to as an “on view” arrest)  
followed by the filing of a complaint. The complaint identifies the 
defendant, lists the crimes charged and contains a brief factual summary 
upon which the charges are based.  
 
 

Private Complaint Filed 
 
If the police decline to file a complaint, a private person is permitted to file 
a private complaint. However, an Assistant District Attorney must first 
approve the private complaint, before it can proceed. Once approved, the 
process is the same as if the complaint had been filed by a police officer.  
 
 
 
Preliminary Arraignment 
 
If an arrest warrant is issued, or if the process was initiated by a warrantless 
arrest, the defendant must appear before the Magisterial District Judge for a 
preliminary arraignment. At this proceeding, the defendant is provided with 
a copy of the complaint and advised of his or her rights; also at this time, 
bond is set.  Additionally, a preliminary hearing is scheduled, not less than 
three days but not more than ten days after the preliminary arraignment. The 
District Attorney usually will not be represented at a preliminary 
arraignment. 
 
Preliminary Hearing 
 
The preliminary hearing is also convened before a Magisterial District 
Judge. At the preliminary hearing, the Commonwealth is required to present 
a prima facie case or, in other words, evidence that a crime has been 
committed and that the defendant is probably the perpetrator of that crime. 
Although the police officer may prosecute the preliminary hearing before 
the Magisterial District Judge, in Allegheny County an Assistant District 
Attorney will usually appear and present the case on behalf of the 
Commonwealth. If a prima facie case is presented, the case will be held for 
court. If a prima facie case is not presented, the defendant should be 
discharged.  
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Information Filed 
 
After holding a case for court, the Magisterial District Judge will send 
notice to the Allegheny County Department of Court Records. They will 
notify the District Attorney of the charges that were held for court. The 
District Attorney's Office will then file a formal charging document, called 
an information, with the Department of Court Records. The information 
lists, in specific and numbered counts, the offenses charged against the 
defendant. At this stage, the District Attorney may exercise discretion and 
terminate the prosecution by declining to file an information or by adding or 
deleting charges.  
 
 
Formal Arraignment 
 
The next proceeding is the formal arraignment. The District Attorney 
usually will not be represented nor will a Judge be present. The defendant is 
provided with a copy of the information and advised of his and her rights, 
including his or her right to file pretrial motions. Pretrial motions must 
ordinarily be filed within thirty days of the formal arraignment. It is the 
obligation of the District Attorney's Office to respond to the defendant's 
pretrial motions. In addition, the defendant is given notice to appear for his 
or her pretrial conference. Also, at the formal arraignment, a Court of 
Common Pleas Judge is assigned to the case.   
 
Pretrial Conference  
 
The next step is the pretrial conference. Generally, the defendant and his or 
her lawyer and an Assistant District Attorney will appear before the 
assigned Judge and a trial date will be selected. At this time, the defendant 
will elect to plead guilty, or proceed to a jury or non-jury trial. Other 
pretrial matters also are addressed at the pretrial conference.  
 
 
 

 
Trial or Plea Disposition  
 
A defendant may waive his or her right to a trial and enter a guilty or nolo 
contendere plea. A guilty plea may be entered with or without an agreement 
with the Assistant District Attorney as to the charges and/or the sentence. A 
defendant entering a plea of not guilty may choose to be tried by a jury of 
twelve citizens or by the Judge alone. At trial, the case for the 
Commonwealth is presented by an Assistant District Attorney who must 
establish the defendant's guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. The defendant is 
under no obligation to present evidence or testimony but may do so if he or 
she wishes. If tried by a jury, the jury must return a unanimous verdict; if 
tried by a Judge (non-jury trial), the Judge must return the verdict. If a 
defendant is found not guilty, he or she will be immediately discharged. If 
found guilty, the defendant may be sentenced immediately or sentencing 
may be deferred pending a pre-sentence investigation into the defendant's 
background. If sentencing is deferred, the defendant is subsequently 
returned to court and sentenced.  
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Jury Trial 
 
Here is a general outline of the steps in a jury trial: 
 

• Residents of Allegheny County are randomly selected from lists 
such as state drivers’ license records and/or voter registration rolls, 
and are summoned on a daily basis to the Courthouse as potential 
jurors. 

• A blind draw selects a group of people from that group. 
• The Judge, Assistant District Attorney and defense attorney voir 

dire, or question, the jurors about their backgrounds and beliefs. 
• The attorneys are permitted a limited number of “peremptory” 

challenges to various jurors and an unlimited number of challenges 
for good cause; the number of peremptory challenges depends on 
whether the defendant is charged with a misdemeanor, felony or 
homicide. 

• After twelve acceptable jurors are selected, the Judge administers 
an oath to the jury and reads basic instructions about the trial 
process. 

• Alternate jurors are also selected in the event a juror is excused by 
the Judge during the trial.  

• The Assistant District Attorney gives an opening statement to 
outline the case and evidence to the jury. 

• The defense may give a similar opening statement, or wait until 
later in the trial. 

• The Assistant District Attorney calls witnesses, after which the 
defense may cross-examine the witnesses. 

• The Assistant District Attorney rests, or closes the 
Commonwealth’s case. 

• The defense may call witnesses, if it desires to do so, and the 
Assistant District Attorney may cross-examine the defense 
witnesses.  

• At the conclusion of presenting its case, the defense rests. 
• The Assistant District Attorney may present “rebuttal” witnesses or 

evidence to challenge evidence presented by the defense during its 

presentation of evidence. The defense may present “surrebuttal” 
witnesses or evidence to challenge the prosecution’s rebuttal 
witnesses or evidence. 

• At the conclusion of all the evidence presentation, both parties rest. 
• The defense attorney presents a closing argument to the jury. 
• The Assistant District Attorney then presents a closing argument to 

the jury. 
• The Judge gives the jury detailed legal instructions about the 

charged crimes, the deliberation process and other matters of 
importance. 

• The jury then leaves the courtroom and is led directly to a jury 
deliberation room where they discuss the case and attempt to reach 
a verdict. 

• If the jurors cannot reach a verdict, the Judge will declare a hung 
jury and dismiss the jurors.  

 
 
Non-Jury Trial 
 
Here is a general outline of the steps in a non-jury trial: 
 

• The Assistant District Attorney calls witnesses, after which the 
defense may cross-examine the witnesses. 

• The Assistant District Attorney rests, or closes the 
Commonwealth’s case.  

• The defense may call witnesses, if it desires to do so, and the 
Assistant District Attorney may cross-examine the defense 
witnesses. 

• The defense rests. 
• The Assistant District Attorney may present “rebuttal” witnesses or 

evidence to challenge evidence presented by the defense during its 
presentation of evidence. The defense may challenge the rebuttal 
evidence presented by the Commonwealth with “surrebuttal” 
evidence.  

• Both parties rest.  
• The defense attorney presents a closing argument to the Judge. 
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• The Assistant District Attorney presents a closing argument to the 
Judge. 

• The Judge returns a verdict.  
 
 
Guilty Plea 
 
A defendant may choose to waive his or her right to a trial and enter a plea 
of guilty, in which the defendant admits his or her guilt to the crime(s) 
charged. If a defendant elects to plead guilty, a plea date will be scheduled, 
at which time it will be determined that the defendant is knowingly and 
voluntarily entering a plea of guilty to the charge(s) against him or her. An 
Assistant District Attorney will appear at the guilty plea hearing and 
represent the Commonwealth. Once the Judge accepts the plea, the 
defendant may be sentenced immediately or sentencing may be deferred 
pending a pre-sentence investigation into the defendant's background. If 
sentencing is deferred, the defendant is subsequently returned to court and 
sentenced. A defendant may choose to enter a plea of nolo contendere, 
which has the same legal effect as a guilty plea. This type of plea means the 
defendant does not contest the facts of the case entered on the record by the 
Assistant District Attorney.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presentence Investigation and Report 
 
The Probation Department of the Court of Common Pleas prepares a report 
for the Judge summarizing the crime, and the defendant's personal and 
criminal backgrounds. Generally, in cases involving a victim, the victim is 
asked to make an impact statement to be included in the report. 
 
 
 
 
Sentencing 
 
Sentencing in Pennsylvania varies with the crime and can be the most 
confusing part of the criminal process. Most often, sentences are at the 
Judge's discretion; however, in Pennsylvania there are a number of 
mandatory minimum sentences that must be imposed if a defendant is 
convicted of a specified crime. At the time of sentencing, the Judge will 
consider the information in the presentence report before determining the 
sentence. The parties may correct factual errors in the presentence report 
and offer additional evidence relevant to the Judge's sentencing decision. 
The victim, or family member of the victim, may attend the sentencing 
proceeding and submit to the sentencing Judge a victim impact statement, 
either orally or in writing. The Judge will also consult the "sentencing 
guidelines" (established by the Pennsylvania Commission on Sentencing) as 
a reference for framing an appropriate sentence. The Judge will consider 
facts surrounding the commission of the crime and the defendant's criminal 
background to determine the minimum jail/prison sentence. The Judge will 
consider different alternatives, such as a fine, probation, community service, 
a sentence to jail or prison, or a combination of these options. The Judge 
may also order the defendant to make restitution to any victims who have 
suffered financial harm.  Additionally, sentences may include alternative 
housing, house arrest, electronic monitoring or work release.  
 
 
 
 

 



9

• The Assistant District Attorney presents a closing argument to the 
Judge. 

• The Judge returns a verdict.  
 
 
Guilty Plea 
 
A defendant may choose to waive his or her right to a trial and enter a plea 
of guilty, in which the defendant admits his or her guilt to the crime(s) 
charged. If a defendant elects to plead guilty, a plea date will be scheduled, 
at which time it will be determined that the defendant is knowingly and 
voluntarily entering a plea of guilty to the charge(s) against him or her. An 
Assistant District Attorney will appear at the guilty plea hearing and 
represent the Commonwealth. Once the Judge accepts the plea, the 
defendant may be sentenced immediately or sentencing may be deferred 
pending a pre-sentence investigation into the defendant's background. If 
sentencing is deferred, the defendant is subsequently returned to court and 
sentenced. A defendant may choose to enter a plea of nolo contendere, 
which has the same legal effect as a guilty plea. This type of plea means the 
defendant does not contest the facts of the case entered on the record by the 
Assistant District Attorney.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presentence Investigation and Report 
 
The Probation Department of the Court of Common Pleas prepares a report 
for the Judge summarizing the crime, and the defendant's personal and 
criminal backgrounds. Generally, in cases involving a victim, the victim is 
asked to make an impact statement to be included in the report. 
 
 
 
 
Sentencing 
 
Sentencing in Pennsylvania varies with the crime and can be the most 
confusing part of the criminal process. Most often, sentences are at the 
Judge's discretion; however, in Pennsylvania there are a number of 
mandatory minimum sentences that must be imposed if a defendant is 
convicted of a specified crime. At the time of sentencing, the Judge will 
consider the information in the presentence report before determining the 
sentence. The parties may correct factual errors in the presentence report 
and offer additional evidence relevant to the Judge's sentencing decision. 
The victim, or family member of the victim, may attend the sentencing 
proceeding and submit to the sentencing Judge a victim impact statement, 
either orally or in writing. The Judge will also consult the "sentencing 
guidelines" (established by the Pennsylvania Commission on Sentencing) as 
a reference for framing an appropriate sentence. The Judge will consider 
facts surrounding the commission of the crime and the defendant's criminal 
background to determine the minimum jail/prison sentence. The Judge will 
consider different alternatives, such as a fine, probation, community service, 
a sentence to jail or prison, or a combination of these options. The Judge 
may also order the defendant to make restitution to any victims who have 
suffered financial harm.  Additionally, sentences may include alternative 
housing, house arrest, electronic monitoring or work release.  
 
 
 
 

 



10

Appeal 
 
Once sentenced, the defendant has a choice of seeking review in the trial 
court or through an appeal to an intermediate appellate court, called the 
Superior Court of Pennsylvania. If review is first sought in the trial court 
and denied, the defendant may then appeal to the Superior Court. Not all 
cases on appeal are granted an argument. If the defendant's appeal to the 
Superior Court is unsuccessful, the defendant has a discretionary appeal to 
the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania. The District Attorney's Office will 
answer the defendant's appeal by filing the appropriate response, called a 
responsive pleading. 
 
In general, the defendant and the Assistant District Attorney file briefs that 
summarize the case facts, frame the legal issues to be decided, and present 
persuasive written arguments (supported by constitutional, statutory or prior 
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example – a witness’s social security number, a witness’s home address, 
and in some cases, the identity or contact information of a witness. The 
District Attorney’s Office has the ability to provide discovery to the 
defendants’ attorneys either as paper copies or electronically.  
 
Pretrial Screening Unit 
 
The Pretrial Screening Unit of the Allegheny County District Attorney’s 
Office creates the information which is the final document that sets out the 
charges filed against a defendant in the Allegheny County Court of 
Common Pleas. The Assistant District Attorneys assigned to the Pretrial 
Screening Unit review the police reports and any laboratory reports to 
determine whether the facts included in those reports support the charges 
contained in the information. The information is filed with the Department 
of Court Records and provided to the defendant at the formal arraignment.  
 
Sentencing Guidelines Unit  
 
The Pennsylvania Commission on Sentencing, established by the 
Pennsylvania Legislature, has created a formula that assigns an Offense 
Gravity Score (OGS) to each criminal offense based upon the severity of 
the crime. A defendant is also assigned a Prior Record Score (PRS) 
depending on the number of prior offenses committed by the defendant 
contained in the defendant’s Criminal History Record (“rap-sheet”). Using 
the defendant’s PRS and OGS for the crimes charged, the Sentencing 
Guidelines Unit generates the sentencing guidelines for the case using a grid 
established by the Commission on Sentencing. The sentencing guidelines 
are presented to the trial Judge to consider after a defendant has either 
entered a guilty plea or been found guilty at trial.  
 
General Trial Unit 
 
The General Trial Unit prosecutes misdemeanor and felony cases not 
eligible for Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition (ARD) or assigned to 
another unit for prosecution. Cases may involve theft, assault, burglary, 

drug possession, driving under the influence, terroristic threats, criminal 
mischief, bad checks, illegal gambling, prostitution, stalking, etc. and many 
others. 
 
Domestic Violence Unit 
 
The District Attorney of Allegheny County is leading the fight against 
domestic violence. Domestic violence is not a private family matter, but 
instead is criminal conduct that must be vigorously prosecuted. Through its 
policies and procedures, the Office of the District Attorney will work to 
promote the safety and welfare of domestic violence victims while at the 
same time holding batterers accountable for their criminal conduct. 
 
The Domestic Violence Unit prosecutes intimate partner violence at each 
stage of the criminal justice system. Each specially trained prosecutor 
interacts with domestic violence victims, with the assistance of legal 
advocates from domestic violence provider agencies throughout the county. 
Additionally, an Assistant District Attorney from the unit appears in Family 
Court weekly to address violations of Protection From Abuse (PFA) orders. 
 
Who are the victims of domestic violence?  
 
Victims of domestic violence can be female or male, of any race, religion, 
sexual orientation or economic background. Women are ten times more 
likely to be victimized by an intimate partner than men. Approximately two 
million women in America are victims of domestic violence every year. The 
Office of the District Attorney will work together with other agencies in an 
effort to assist victims in ending the violence in their lives.  
 
What to do if you are a victim of domestic violence? 
 
 Report domestic violence to the police.  
 Get medical attention if you have been injured.  
 Get a Protection From Abuse (PFA) order.  
 Get assistance for you and your children. Shelters  
   provide a variety of support services that are confidential and free of   
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charge. Services include:
 24 Hour Confidential Crisis Hotline.  
 Legal Advocates to assist victims in the court process.  
 Shelter for victims and children.  
 Information and referrals.  
 Individual counseling and support groups.

Domestic Violence Programs and Hotlines

Due to the confidential nature of domestic violence issues and the need to 
maintain safety and security, domestic violence programs do not publish the 
addresses of their shelters or safe homes. The hotline number is the key to 
accessing all the shelter services. 

Women's Center & Shelter of Greater Pittsburgh 
24 Hour Hotline: (412) 687-8005  
24 Hour Toll Free Hotline: (877) 338-8255
Shelter Intake and Crisis Counseling 24 hours
www.wcspittsburgh.org

Crisis Center North 
24 Hour Hotline: (412) 364-5556  
24 Hour Toll Free Hotline: (866) 782-0911
Safe Home Intake and Crisis Counseling 24 hours
www.crisiscenternorth.org

Alle-Kiski Area Hope Center (Tarentum)
24 Hour Hotline: (724) 224-1266    
24 Hour Toll Free Hotline: (888) 299-4673
Shelter Intake and Crisis Counseling 24 hours 
www.akhopecenter.org

Womansplace (MonValley)
24 Hour Hotline: (412) 678-4616
24 Hour Toll Free Hotline: (866) 202-5573 
Shelter Intake and Crisis Counseling 24 hours 
www.womansplace.org

Asset Forfeiture Unit

Members of the Asset Forfeiture Unit have numerous responsibilities with 
respect to the seizure, maintenance and destruction of evidence, contraband 
and other property.  The unit oversees all of the police departments in 
Allegheny County with respect to the seizure, handling and storage of 
property.  The most significant types of property seized are weapons, 
controlled substances, U.S currency and vehicles.  The unit also acts as a 
liaison to the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police for witness relocation and 
protection, as well as coordinating community-based crime prevention 
programs and initiatives.   

DID YOU KNOW? In 1890, the U.S. Board on Geographic 
Names ruled that the final “h” should be dropped from the names of 
all U.S cities and towns ending in “burgh.”  The citizens of Pittsburgh 
wanted the “h” back and after a long campaign, persuaded the Board 
to restore the “h.”

July of 2011 marked the 100th year of the restoration, however, 
Pittsburgh remains the most misspelled city name in the U.S.
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Child Abuse Unit 
 
The Child Abuse Unit of the Allegheny County District Attorney's Office is 
charged with the duty of prosecuting cases involving child physical abuse, 
sexual abuse and neglect. All felony arrests and search warrants in 
Allegheny County involving suspected child abuse are reviewed by 
experienced staff members of the District Attorney’s Office to ensure that 
the most appropriate course of action is taken.  The unit also handles some 
child homicide cases.  This unit is dedicated to prosecuting child abuse in 
the most thorough yet most compassionate of ways. The goal is to help the 
child while causing the least amount of stress to the child from the justice 
system. 
 
A terrifying fact about child abuse is that most children are abused by 
people they know and trust and as such, child abuse often goes unreported.  
Some of the more prevalent signs of abuse and neglect are:  unexplained 
burns, cuts, bruises or other injuries, bite marks, anti-social behavior, 
problems in school, fear of adults, depression, stressed behavior, lack of 
concentration, inappropriate interest or knowledge of sex acts, extreme 
hunger, lack of cleanliness and nightmares. 
 
If you suspect child abuse, contact the Allegheny County Police for 
assistance at (412) 473-1251.  
 
To determine if a registered sex offender resides near you, visit: 
www.pameganslaw.state.pa.us 
 
OTHER IMPORTANT CONTACT INFORMATION:  
City of Pittsburgh Bureau of Police: (412) 665-4020 
Children, Youth and Family Services (CYF) (412) 473-2000 
PA Childline: (800) 932-0313 
Center for Victims of Violence and Crime(CVVC) 
24 Hour Helpline: (412) 392-8582 
24 Hour Toll Free Helpline: (866) 644-CVVC (2882) 
Pittsburgh Action Against Rape (PAAR) 
24 Hour Hotline: (866) ENDRAPE (363-7273) 
24 Hour Hotline: (412) 431-7665 
You can report suspected child abuse anonymously to PA Childline.  

 
Juvenile Court Unit 
 
The Juvenile Court Unit is responsible for prosecuting all delinquency cases 
heard by the Judges assigned to Juvenile Court. The matters handled by the 
unit constitute a wide spectrum of cases including: theft, arson, robbery, 
burglary, criminal mischief, driving under the influence and assault. The 
unit is also responsible for the transfer of offenders from Juvenile Court to 
adult criminal court when such a transfer is deemed to be in the public 
interest. Petitions to transfer juveniles to adult Criminal Court usually 
involve serious felony cases and juveniles with significant records. The unit 
is also generally responsible for the prosecution of cases that originate in 
adult Criminal Court, which are subsequently transferred to Juvenile Court 
pursuant to the “decertification” process.  
 
Any juvenile over the age of 14 but under the age of 18 may be charged as 
an adult for certain serious crimes such as homicide, robbery, rape, 
kidnapping, and many others. However, to transfer the juvenile child from 
adult Criminal Court to Juvenile Court, a motion must be granted in the 
Court of Common Pleas to decertify the juvenile from adult Criminal Court 
into Juvenile Court. Penalties for convicted adults are generally more 
serious in adult Criminal Court than those penalties for the same criminal 
acts that can be imposed if a juvenile is adjudicated delinquent (found 
guilty) in Juvenile Court. 
 
Crimes Persons Unit 
 
The Crimes Persons Unit prosecutes cases of adult sexual assault, serious 
physical assault, robberies (without firearms), adult kidnapping and other 
serious crimes of violence. Felony assault complaints and related search 
warrants must be approved by experienced personnel from this unit.  
 
The unit’s goal is to vigorously prosecute cases and, at the same time, treat 
victims with sensitivity and consideration. Prosecutors assigned to this unit 
frequently attend trainings throughout this country to learn from national 
experts on the best practices for prosecuting these types of crimes.  
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SARTAC 
 
The District Attorney was instrumental in the creation of SARTAC (Sexual 
Assault Response Team of Allegheny County) to provide services to sexual 
assault victims.  The participation of Sexual Assault Nurse Examiners 
(SANEs) in jurisdictions nationwide has improved the care provided to 
sexual assault victims,  enhanced the quality of evidence collected, and  
assisted in the successful prosecution of cases.   

 
The District Attorney collaborated with Allegheny County Adult Probation 
in implementing special conditions of probation for defendants convicted of 
crimes of sexual assault who are placed on county probation or parole. 
These court-ordered conditions assist Allegheny County Adult Probation 
Officers in the supervision of sex offenders. Court-ordered conditions 
specifically applicable to the particular defendant, such as mandated sex 
offender treatment, prohibiting contact with children, prohibiting Internet 
usage and the viewing of pornography, permit the Probation Officer to seek 
court enforcement of conditions. 

 
 

 
 
Elder Abuse Unit 
 
The Elder Abuse Unit was created in 2004 due to the unfortunate and 
increasing number of crimes committed against the elderly. By statute, elder 
abuse crimes are those that are committed against persons over the age of 
60.  Statistics indicate that the majority of crimes committed against the 
elderly are committed by people that are known by the victim, such as 
family members or caretakers.   
 
The Elder Abuse Unit focuses on prosecuting the most serious offenses 
against elderly citizens such as aggravated assault, robbery and financial 
exploitation offenses.  Judges can impose mandatory sentences for 
offenders who are convicted of aggravated assault, sexual assault and theft 
by deception offenses against the elderly. The District Attorney’s Office 

works closely with the police and agencies such as Protective Services, 
which is part of The Area Agency on Aging.  
 
Some of the signs that may indicate that an elderly citizen is being subjected 
to criminal behavior are:  physical abuse, such as bruises, cuts, marks, 
fractures, swelling, welts or pain; sexual abuse, such as complaints about 
nonconsensual or threatened fondling, touching or other sexual activity; 
neglect, such as malnourishment or dehydration, weight loss, bedsores and 
lack of medical attention; and financial exploitation, such as sudden or 
unusual transfers of money, assets or property to a caretaker, unpaid bills 
and missing checks or property. 
 
If you suspect an elderly citizen may be the victim of physical, sexual or 
financial abuse, contact Protective Services or the Center for Victims of 
Violence and Crimes.  
 
Protective Services: (800) 344-4319 
 
Center for Victims of Violence and Crime (CVVC) 
24 Hour Helpline: (412) 392-8582 
Toll Free: (866) 644-CVVC (2882) 
  
Narcotics Unit 
 
The Narcotics Unit handles the serious felony drug cases arising in 
Allegheny County. Generally, these cases involve the delivery of drugs and 
possession with the intent to deliver drugs. Two of the most common drugs 
involved in the cases that the unit prosecutes are heroin and cocaine. The 
unit also concentrates on offenders who sell illegal drugs near or on school 
property. In fact, offenders convicted of selling illegal drugs on or within 
1,000 feet of school property may face additional prison time, if convicted.  
 
The abuse and sale of prescription medications are also crimes prosecuted 
by the District Attorney.  In particular, the abuse and sale of pain 
medications is on the rise.  Often medications are acquired via forged 
prescriptions.  However, some patients, who are validly prescribed 
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medications, may then illegally sell some of their medications in order to 
make money.   Persons who illegally sell prescription medications which 
are controlled substances are prosecuted as felons by the Narcotics Unit.  
Additionally, doctors, pharmacies and retailers of non-prescription 
medications work with the District Attorney to address numerous issues.

The District Attorney’s Office was involved in the creation of a special 
“Drug Court” in Allegheny County.  The purpose of Drug Court is to 
provide the means to help addicted individuals within the criminal justice 
system address their addictions.

Violent Crimes and Firearms Unit

The Violent Crimes and Firearms Unit was established in 2006 to address 
the increasing number of violent crimes, especially those committed with 
handguns and other types of firearms.  The unit prosecutes a majority of the 
most serious violent crimes. Often, crimes committed with firearms trigger 
mandatory minimum sentences for those convicted of the crimes. 

For example, the visible possession of a firearm during the commission of a 
crime of violence (robbery, burglary, rape, etc.) implicates a mandatory 
minimum sentence of five (5) years imprisonment.  

Upon a second conviction for a crime of violence, a mandatory minimum 
sentence of ten (10) years imprisonment is applicable.  

Upon a third or subsequent conviction for a crime of violence, a mandatory 
minimum sentence of twenty-five (25) years is imposed. However, if the  
court deems such sentence insufficient, a life sentence without parole for the 
offender may be imposed.

An individual who possesses with the intent to deliver a controlled 
substance or delivers a controlled substance (a drug dealer as opposed to a 
mere user of drugs) while possessing a firearm or having a firearm in close 

proximity, will be sentenced to a mandatory minimum sentence of five 
years imprisonment.  

A citizen may have a right to possess a firearm.  However, there are some 
limitations:
An individual may not possess a firearm within a court facility. 
An individual may not possess a firearm on school property. 
An individual may not possess a concealed firearm unless licensed by the 
Sheriff. 
An individual may not carry a firearm in a vehicle unless licensed by the 
Sheriff.

And lastly, a person who falsely states that the purchase of a firearm is for 
himself/herself (when in fact the purchase is for someone else) commits a 
crime commonly referred to as a “straw purchase” and can be sentenced up 
to seven years in prison. 

Insurance Fraud Unit 

This Unit investigates and prosecutes cases involving numerous types of 
insurance fraud. A typical case is referred to the unit by an insurance 
company which suspects that it has been defrauded by a claimant pursuant 
to an insurance claim. Cases are also referred from individuals who have 
discovered or suspect that persons that they are acquainted with are 
defrauding an insurance company. The unit has successfully prosecuted 
cases involving staged accidents, false injury claims, false insurance 
applications, workers’ compensation fraud and health care fraud. 
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Animal Cruelty Unit 
 
The District Attorney’s Office vigorously prosecutes cases involving 
suspected animal cruelty. Cases prosecuted range from summary charges 
where suspected animal abuse has occurred to felony dog fighting cases. 
District Attorney Stephen A. Zappala, Jr. and Allegheny County Treasurer 
John Weinstein created the Allegheny Abused Animal Relief Fund 
(AAARF) which has raised funds to provide humane care for animals that 
have suffered from cruelty. The Fund serves as a model for other counties 
that have started similar programs in their jurisdictions.  
 
Auto Theft Prevention Unit 
 
The Auto Theft Prevention Unit was established by the District Attorney in 
1998 with assistance from the Auto Theft Prevention Authority. The Unit 
focuses on the investigation and prosecution of “chop shops,” auto theft 
rings and insurance fraud cases involving automobile theft. The majority of 
the cases prosecuted by the Unit are generated by the City of Pittsburgh 
Bureau of Police Auto Squad and the Pennsylvania State Police Western 
Regional Auto Theft Task Force.  
 
 
 
Homicide Unit 
 
The Homicide Unit was created by the District Attorney in 2000 to dedicate 
a handful of veteran trial attorneys to the exclusive prosecution of those 
who take the lives of others.  To ensure quality control, the District 
Attorney invoked a local court rule in 2005 which tasked the members of 
the unit with the review and approval of all search warrants and arrest 
warrants applied for in any homicide investigation undertaken in Allegheny 
County.  As such, members of the unit are on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week to provide guidance to state, county and local police officers who 
investigate suspicious deaths.  The unit is staffed by career prosecutors with 

extensive trial experience, as well as support paralegals who assist with trial 
preparation and research. 
 
The unit oversees the investigation and prosecution of a variety of cases, 
including those charging first degree, or premeditated murder, which carries 
a mandatory life sentence; second degree, or felony murder, which also 
carries a mandatory life sentence; and third degree, malicious murder, 
which can result in a sentence of twenty (20) to forty (40) years in prison.  
In addition, the unit handles cases involving "heat of passion" or "imperfect 
self-defense" killings, which often result in voluntary manslaughter felony 
convictions for up to ten (10) to twenty (20) years imprisonment.  It is 
important to remember that anyone convicted of committing any of these 
crimes with a handgun in Pennsylvania is subject to a mandatory minimum 
sentence of five (5) years in prison.  
 
Vehicular homicides also constitute a significant portion of the cases 
handled by the unit, often including felony charges for deaths resulting from 
violations of the Vehicles Code, especially those involving drunk drivers.  
In Pennsylvania, an impaired driver who takes the life of another faces a 
mandatory minimum sentence of three (3) years in prison.  The unit also has 
responsibility for involuntary manslaughter charges, which are 
misdemeanors that arise from a person’s negligent or reckless conduct, 
often in connection with unsupervised children, unsecured firearms, 
controlled substances, and the like.  
 
The members of the unit tend to concentrate on the more complicated and 
heinous murder cases, which make up only a fraction of the annual 
caseload.  Fortunately, however, the District Attorney is also well-served by 
a cadre of equally experienced prosecutors drawn from other units in the 
Office, who routinely lend their expertise to those homicide cases best 
suited to their particular talents.  As such, the Allegheny County District 
Attorney's Office is well equipped to ensure that justice is distributed - 
forcefully, fairly, and professionally - to any person who takes the life of 
another. 
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Grand Jury Unit 
 
The Grand Jury Unit of the District Attorney’s Office summons citizens of 
Allegheny County to convene for 18 months as an investigative body. 
Prosecutors, assisted by law enforcement personnel, present 
testimony/evidence of crimes occurring in Allegheny County that cannot 
otherwise be solved by normal investigative methods. These crimes require 
specific resources available only to a Grand Jury, such as the power to 
compel witness testimony and compel the production of documentary 
evidence.  
 
Electronic Surveillance Unit 
 
The Electronic Surveillance Unit assists law enforcement in the proper use 
of all investigative tools permitted by the Pennsylvania Wiretap Act. The 
unit serves as a resource for periodic training about proper procedures 
within this Act to police officers and is an on-call resource for police 
departments throughout Allegheny County on a 24 hour basis.  
 
 
 
 
Mental Health Court Unit 
 
Mental Health Court is a treatment court designed to provide early 
identification of individuals with qualifying charges in the criminal justice 
system who have obvious manifestations of mental illness and/or a 
documented Axis I mental health diagnosis. The Court provides multi-level 
benefits for the community, including improving public safety by offering 
intensive, targeted supervision as well as ongoing monitoring of social 
services and mental health treatment of individuals who appear before the 
Court. The participants of Mental Health Court have demonstrated lower 
recidivism rates.  
 
 

Veterans Court Unit 
 
Veterans Court is a treatment court designed to identify individuals with 
qualifying criminal charges who currently serve or who have been 
honorably discharged from military service, and who additionally have a 
documented Axis I mental health diagnosis including but not limited to post 
traumatic stress syndrome and/or traumatic brain injury. The Court is 
designed to provide intensive supervision and treatment services for 
veterans.  The Court also offers a peer support/mentoring program designed 
specifically to enhance the recovery process. Veterans Court provides 
multi-level benefits to the community including projected lower recidivism 
rates for participants.  
  
Investigations Unit 
 
The District Attorney employs an Investigations Unit comprised of sworn 
detectives who are assigned matters referred to the District Attorney by 
citizens and/or other law enforcement agencies. These matters are reviewed 
by detectives and prosecutors to determine an appropriate resolution of the 
matter. Charges may be filed, the matter may be referred to another law 
enforcement agency, or another course of action may be taken. Typical 
cases investigated include white-collar crime, public corruption and 
extensive financial crimes.  
 
Several detectives also supervise the District Attorney Narcotics 
Enforcement Team (DANET). In 2000, the District Attorney authorized the 
creation of DANET to train and coordinate local police officers to 
investigate drug trafficking activity in Allegheny County.  
 
The majority of police departments in Allegheny County are active 
participants in DANET. Investigations have resulted in numerous 
prosecutions and the seizure of considerable amounts of U.S. currency, 
assets and other proceeds of illegal drug trafficking activity, as well as the 
seizure and destruction of firearms and other weapons.  
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The Investigations  Unit  also  oversees trained field technicians that process 
crime scenes for fingerprints and other types of forensic evidence.



Appeals/Post Conviction Unit

Once a defendant has been convicted of a crime and sentenced, he or she 
has the right to file an appeal, asking the state or federal appellate courts to 
examine the trial and determine whether the defendant was properly 
convicted. Pennsylvania also permits defendants to ask the trial court which 
convicted them to review the conviction one final time after the appeals 
process is complete. The Appeals/Post Conviction Unit handles these cases 
for the Office of the District Attorney. 

Programs and Services

The Phoenix Docket Case Management System

The Phoenix Docket Case Management System is an Allegheny County 
Court of Common Pleas program which, for certain types of cases, provides 
defendants with the opportunity to enter an expedited plea. The Phoenix 
Docket Unit (PDU) of the Allegheny County District Attorney’s Office 
handles those cases which fit the Court’s parameters. PDU Assistant 
District Attorneys determine appropriate plea offers for those cases. 
Defendants receive their plea offers and additional case information at the 
formal arraignment stage of the criminal justice process and schedule a 
Phoenix Docket Conference. At the Phoenix Docket Conference, the 
defendant has the option to accept the plea offer, plead with no agreement,
or schedule the case for trial.

Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition (ARD)

The Pennsylvania Legislature has provided by statute that first time driving 
under the influence offenders may be referred for an Accelerated 
Rehabilitative Disposition which allows the defendant an opportunity to 

have the charges removed from his/her public Criminal History Record (a 
“rap-sheet”) after successful completion of a required period of probation 
and participation in appropriate safe driving and alcohol counseling 
programs. Other types of crimes may be allowed into ARD as well. The 
Allegheny County District Attorney has established policies governing the 
types of crimes that the office will recommend to the court for admission 
into the ARD program. The District Attorney has the discretion to deny 
eligibility into the ARD program. 

Witness Relocation and Protection 

The Pittsburgh Bureau of Police established the witness relocation and 
protection program in 1994. It is a program that provides temporary security 
to material witnesses/victims testifying against criminals that commit 
violent crimes. If a threat of harm exists, trained Pittsburgh police officers 
will take measures to protect victims, witnesses and their families. Contact 
the City of Pittsburgh Bureau of Police at (412) 323-7843. 

Rights of Victims

Being a victim of crime can be very stressful and confusing. Although 
people who commit crimes have rights under the law, victims also have 
rights. In fact, in 1998 the Pennsylvania Legislature enacted the Crime 
Victims Act to ensure that crime victims are treated with dignity and respect 
and that certain specific rights are afforded to them. To learn about victims’ 
rights, please contact The Center for Victims of Violence and Crime: 

24 Hour Helpline: (412) 392-8582 or
Toll Free: (866) 644-CVVC (2882)
www.cvvc.org
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Restitution

Restitution is money paid by the person who committed a crime to the 
victim. It may pay for bills from the doctor, hospital, dentist, or counseling. 
It may also pay for medicine, funeral costs, or things that were broken or 
stolen during a crime. It is usually available only after the person who 
committed a crime has been sentenced. Victims must keep all of their bills 
and receipts for items or services that they had to pay for resulting from the 
crime. 

Victims Compensation Assistance Program

This program may be able to help by paying you back for money you had to 
pay or lost because of a crime.  Compensation may be paid to you or others 
for medical expenses, counseling, loss of earnings, loss of support, funeral 
expenses, travel costs, homecare/childcare, stolen benefit cash, relocation, 
the costs to clean up a crime-scene and other expenses.

The best way to file a claim is with the help of The Center for Victims of 
Violence and Crime.  They will see if you are eligible and will help you file 
a claim at the numbers listed above OR: 

Call the Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency: Victims 
Compensation Assistance Program at (800) 233-2339. There is no cost to 
file a claim. 

Community Outreach   
The District Attorney sponsors a number of programs designed to assist 
citizens residing in and around Allegheny County, as well as assist 
community-based crime prevention initiatives and law enforcement 
agencies. 

The 9-1-1 Mobile Training Unit 

The District Attorney’s 9-1-1 Mobile Training Unit is a van equipped to 
travel to schools, community events or other venues to provide a hands-on 
interactive training program for all ages concerning when to dial 9-1-1, and 
how to report criminal activity or emergency situations. 

When used at schools, telephone lines are linked directly from the van into 
classrooms for hands-on calls to a dispatcher located in the van. Emergency 
scenarios are presented and participants then dial the telephone and talk to 
the dispatcher. For children, kindergarten through third grade, the 
curriculum includes information as basic as when to dial 9-1-1, how to dial 
the telephone, and what to say to the dispatcher. Older children and adults 
are taught to report emergency situations accurately after they have 
observed various different scenarios. 

The Mobile Training Unit has helped provide training for more than a 
decade. In fact, between 2000 and 2009, more than 200,000 people in 
Western Pennsylvania received training from the 9-1-1 Mobile Training 
Program.  

Contact the District Attorney’s Office and ask for the Asset Forfeiture Unit 
to learn more about the van. 
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The Car Seat Safety Checkpoint Program

The District Attorney’s Office sponsors six car seat safety checkpoints in 
Allegheny County. Established in 2004, the checkpoints are currently 
conducted by the police departments in Moon Township, North Versailles 
Township, Ohio Township, West Deer Township, Baldwin Borough and the 
City of Pittsburgh. 

Each checkpoint has a certified Safety Equipment Assistance Team 
(S.E.A.T.) to inspect vehicles, by appointment. Since 2004, thousands of
vehicles have been inspected at these checkpoints and where necessary, 
have been provided appropriate infant/car seats or booster seats at no cost to 
the families. To learn more about car seat safety and checkpoints, visit the 
following: www.patechs.com. 

Cribs For Kids Initiative

Allegheny County District Attorney Stephen A. Zappala, Jr. was a founding 
member and remains an advisor to and supporter of the “Cribs For Kids” 
program which is run by SIDS of Pennsylvania.

“Cribs For Kids,” founded in 1998, was a natural outgrowth of the 
American Academy of Pediatrics “Back to Sleep” campaign which began in 
1994. The program provides cribs to low income families in an effort to 
create a safe environment for sleeping babies and lower the risk of infant 
mortality. To learn more about this initiative, visit the following: 
www.cribsforkids.org.  

Drug and Alcohol Awareness Program 

This 45-minute presentation is designed to help educate parents, teachers 
and students about the prevalence of drugs and alcohol in our communities,
the consequences of getting involved with these substances, and the 
importance of community, school and family dialogues concerning 
substance abuse. Contact the Asset Forfeiture Unit to learn more, or to 
arrange for a presentation. 

Internet Safety Program

Using the Internet to commit crimes, especially crimes committed against 
youth, is a growing concern. Thousands of sexual predators surf the Internet 
daily looking for potential child victims. Children are also victims of 
cyberbullying on a daily basis. The Office of the District Attorney provides 
programs to address these issues. To learn more, contact the office at
(412) 350-4401.

The Pennsylvania Alliance for Safe and Drug Free Children

The Pennsylvania Alliance for Safe and Drug Free Children is a non-profit 
organization comprised of school and community leaders, parents and 
students, and has become a strong and active coalition with the commitment 
and support from numerous state, county and regional leaders. The Alliance 
is comprised of school districts and private school institutions across the 
Western Pennsylvania region. 

To date, numerous public and private schools, including elementary, middle 
and high schools, mental health and drug/alcohol organizations, faith-based 
institutions, and dozens of community business sponsors, law enforcement 
and other government agencies are members of the Alliance. To learn more, 
or to become a member (free) of the Alliance, visit: www.drug-alliance.org. 
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This 45-minute presentation is designed to help educate parents, teachers 
and students about the prevalence of drugs and alcohol in our communities,
the consequences of getting involved with these substances, and the 
importance of community, school and family dialogues concerning 
substance abuse. Contact the Asset Forfeiture Unit to learn more, or to 
arrange for a presentation. 

Internet Safety Program

Using the Internet to commit crimes, especially crimes committed against 
youth, is a growing concern. Thousands of sexual predators surf the Internet 
daily looking for potential child victims. Children are also victims of 
cyberbullying on a daily basis. The Office of the District Attorney provides 
programs to address these issues. To learn more, contact the office at
(412) 350-4401.

The Pennsylvania Alliance for Safe and Drug Free Children

The Pennsylvania Alliance for Safe and Drug Free Children is a non-profit 
organization comprised of school and community leaders, parents and 
students, and has become a strong and active coalition with the commitment 
and support from numerous state, county and regional leaders. The Alliance 
is comprised of school districts and private school institutions across the 
Western Pennsylvania region. 

To date, numerous public and private schools, including elementary, middle 
and high schools, mental health and drug/alcohol organizations, faith-based 
institutions, and dozens of community business sponsors, law enforcement 
and other government agencies are members of the Alliance. To learn more, 
or to become a member (free) of the Alliance, visit: www.drug-alliance.org. 
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Drug Prevention Program

Once a month during the academic year, the District Attorney’s Office
partners with Greenfield Organized Against Drugs for a program at the 
Allegheny County Jail designed to strongly reinforce the consequences of 
either engaging in substance abuse or refusing to assist a friend or classmate 
who is affected by substance abuse issues. 

The Ben Roethlisberger Foundation 

The Allegheny County District Attorney’s Office contributes matching 
funds to the Ben Roethlisberger Foundation/The Giving Back Fund to 
purchase K-9’s for local law enforcement agencies. 

To Contact the District Attorney’s Office  

Call: (412) 350-4400

Allegheny County Courthouse and Jail

The most lasting and well-known symbol of Allegheny County is the 
Allegheny County Courthouse and Jail complex, designed in 1883 by 
Boston architect Henry Hobson Richardson, and built between 1884-1888.

The current courthouse is actually the third in the history of Allegheny 
County. The first permanent Pittsburgh Courthouse was built in the area 
now known as Market Square. It was replaced in 1841 by a grand building 
in the Greek Revival style. This second courthouse was built on Grant’s 
Hill, on the site of the present courthouse. 

On May 7, 1882, a fire broke out in the rotunda of the second Allegheny 
County Courthouse, destroying the building. Soon after, County 
Commissioners sent letters to one hundred American architects, asking 
them to submit designs for a new Allegheny County Courthouse. On 
January 31, 1884, Richardson was officially chosen to design Allegheny 
County’s new courthouse. Ironically, Richardson died before his design was 
completed. However, Richardson’s architectural influence can be seen in 
many buildings in North America. For instance, Toronto’s Old City Hall 
was designed by Edward James Lennox and completed in 1899. 
Richardson’s architectural style clearly influenced Lennox in his creation of 
this massive structure, pictured below. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_City_Hall_(Toronto)

ANSWER TO TRIVIA QUESTION:
The three other Commonwealths of the United States are:
Kentucky, Massachusetts and Virginia.  
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        Painting by John D. Tucker (1894)

                                           First Allegheny County Courthouse

   
Construction of the building was completed in 1800 in what is now called 
Market Square.
It served as the center of the legal community until 1841. 

                    Lithograph from MAJESTY OF THE LAW THE COURT HOUSES OF

                                                                  ALLEGHENY COUNTY By James D. Van Trump
                        Second Allegheny County Courthouse

Construction of the building was completed around 1835 where the existing 
Courthouse is located.
It was destroyed by fire in 1882.

   

   




