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S p e c i a l  M e s s a g e  
F r o m  T h e  P r e s i d i n g  J u d g e

by Judge J. Stephen Czuleger

n a period of budget uncertainty,
many may question publication
of a special issue of Gavel to
Gavel. However, it is precisely the

situation we find ourselves in that
prompts this unprecedented move.

At this writing, the state budget
has not been passed. Our Court is
faced with tough cost-cutting 
decisions that compromise the 
safety of our courtrooms and 
hallways. Our ability to service our
customers is being severely 
compromised by the growth of our
constituencies coupled with the
reluctance of our colleagues at the
Administrative Office of the Courts
and elsewhere to acknowledge the
special needs of our unique Court.

However, this issue of Gavel to
Gavelhas a broader intent than to
simple shine a light on the budget
problems of the Los Angeles
Superior Court. Our objective is to
share perspective on the challenges
that will face each and every one of
California's 58 courts in some 
manner and, hopefully, open a 
dialogue that will benefit us all.

While the word crisis borders on
cliche, it is arguably the only way to
describe the situation we are in.
Note the insightful questions posed
in my interview. What does the
budget picture look like now and in

the long run? How realistic is it that
facilities could close? What makes
Los Angeles Superior Court different
from any other.

Look at Judge Elizabeth Grimes's
article regarding the almost 
overwhelming work faced by 
traffic court due to budget 
challenges. Then look at the 
unique, creative and selfless way 5
of our judges helped to clear 
a six month backlog.

Judge Conrad R. Aragon tackles
the issue of the future and possible
inequity found in courtrooms due to
budget cuts. Judge Michael Nash
discusses the impact of cuts on
Juvenile Court and the 
consequences for the most vulnerable
of the court's constituents.

In the face of such challenges, I
can only salute the ingenuity and
commitment our judges and staff
make to dispensing justice even in
the face of dramatically diminished
resources. I also must face the court
personnel everyday and ask that
they continue to improvise, work
harder, and stretch their limited
resources to the limit as they 
continue to work tirelessly. It is 
difficult to ask these things. That is
why I felt it necessary to openly 
discuss budget problems in this 
special issue. You should know

where the problems lie. You need to
better understand the increasing
limitations imposed upon us by the
public officials who control the 
purse strings.

I hope this special issue of Gavel
to Gavelmeets that goal and that,
together, we can continue to serve
our public in the professional, 
timely manner they have come to
expect from our Court.

I
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Q&A With 
Presiding Judge 
J. Stephen Czuleger

Q: What does the budget picture look like right now?

A: I’m not sure the budget picture is ever clear,
but there is far more uncertainty now than usual.

What is clear is that we have to be ready for
deep reductions and unprecedented cuts in our
funding. Continuous preparation, however, is the
hallmark of our Court’s operation.

The judicial branch budget is set by the 
legislature and the governor, based on any number
of factors. That’s the appropriation. Then, the
Administrative Office of the Courts, in San
Francisco, is responsible for parceling out to the
trial courts the money set by the Budget Act. The
part that comes to us is our allocation.

We’re now in that first phase — determining
the branchwide appropriation. Once that happens,
we will be in negotiations with the AOC over our
allocation, to make sure the Los Angeles Superior
Court gets enough money to meet our legal and
statutory mandates.

Q: So, let’s talk about the outlook in three time frames:
right now, the coming budget year, and the long run. 

In the immediate time frame, as this issue of Gavel
to Gavel is edited, the new fiscal year is five weeks
old, and the state has not passed a budget. What 
difficulty does this cause for trial courts?

A: Initially, it is a concern because the outcome
remains unknown. The question is: How much
longer will it be before we have the budget? We
have two strategies for this situation — one is to
focus on planning, the other is to keep an eye on
our burn rate.

As I said, one thing the Los Angeles Superior
Court prides itself on is doing long-term 
planning. As part of our long-term planning, we
have made sure that we have some reserves to
address emergency needs, and that includes those
that arise because of the delay in getting our 
funding allocation. 

continued on next page
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Roughly, we’ve got enough reserves to operate
the Los Angeles system for 45 to 60 days, but we
hope we don’t get to that point. 

Here’s where paying attention to our burn rate
becomes critical. What we ask ourselves here is,
how fast are we spending money, so that until we
finally do get a budget, what can we do to make
sure that full services keep going?

Q: Let’s talk about the upcoming budget year: What
worries you most about how this might play out?

A: As shocking as it sounds, my biggest concern is
keeping all the courthouses open. These are places
the people of Los Angeles County count on for
getting their vital legal problems resolved, 
problems like child custody disputes, domestic
violence restraining orders and prosecution of
criminal offenders, to name just a few. 

We have 50 courthouses, and nearly 600 bench
officers. We have to make sure those courthouses
stay open and operating. We don’t have the 
luxury of saying, “Well, we don’t have funding, so
we’re just going to cut back on services.” Courts
are like police, fire departments, and hospitals:
You can’t function as an orderly civil society 
without them. 

Equally of concern is the fact that we don’t 
have the fat to cut. We’re running very lean 
based on the downsizing we did in 2002. We’re
being asked to do more and more, but the 
money’s not there. I’m concerned that our 
6,000 employees continue to be paid on time and
that we’re not setting up a situation where we 
have to start thinking about long-term hiring
freezes. Running this place with fewer staff 
would be extremely difficult. We have the best 
trial court employees in the state. They deserve 
to be treated with respect; They are entitled to
some certainty.

Q: How are judges likely to be affected if there are
budget cuts?

A: If , in fact, we have to consider closing 
courthouses, that’s going to immediately affect 
our judges. If we have fewer courtrooms 
operating, but just as much work, then all our
judges will notice the impact. If we’re going to be
talking about staff reductions, then that’s also

going to impact what judges have to face in doing
their jobs. 

So, will the judges themselves be affected? If
it’s a substantial cut, which is looking more and
more likely, then their professional lives will be
impacted. It will mean heavier calendars, more
delays in scheduling appearances and trial dates,
less administrative support and the possibility of
reduced court hours.

Q: How realistic is the prospect that we could get to
the point of actually closing facilities?

A: Well, it depends. If you take into consideration
that what’s being discussed by the governor and
the Legislature is a 10 percent, across-the-board
cut, then everythingis on the table. 

Obviously, closing courthouses would be the 
last resort, but if you’re talking about tens of 
millions of dollars of cuts, you can’t achieve that
type of cut by simply suspending purchase of 
law books. 

Cuts of that size go to the very core of a court’s
operation. It simply means some type of a service
contraction that will allow the Court as a whole to
survive and to continue to provide the type of
quality work but with a smaller budget. There’s no
magic formula for doing that. 

Another scenario is that, since we can’t move
money around for security, and since we may not
have sufficient security funding for all our 
courthouses, we might have to close courthouses
simply because we can’t ensure public safety in our
courtrooms and hallways. 

Q: There seems to be a lot of uncertainty about the
budget and about what the allocation to our Court will
look like. Is this typical?

A: Well, it’s no secret that California has had
budgetary problems for the last couple of decades,
and that explains this recurring uncertainty. 

But that is where long-term planning pays off.
We are prepared to address any contingency that
comes down the pike. If it’s a dire and severe cut,
then we’ll respond in one fashion. If it’s a less
severe cut, we can respond in another, but we’ll
have all of our options ready and available to us
because we will have to move quickly once the
time comes. 
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We’re right now in one of those strange 
situations where we can’t really do anything until
we get a budget number. So, we develop multiple
plans to address the various scenarios the budget
number may present. And then, once we have a
budget number, we’re going to have to move as
fast as possible to make the necessary changes. 

Q: Now let’s look beyond the upcoming budget year.
How long do you think the underlying, structural
budget problem is going to last? Is it a one-year 
problem that could be solved, or do you see it lingering
into the future?

A: This year is a very, very difficult budget year.
In fact, in our visits to Sacramento, legislators said
they’ve never seen as bad a situation as they are
seeing this year. They made it clear that they see
this is a multi-year problem — a minimum of a
two-year problem, more likely three. 

So, in assessing the consequences of a 
two-to-three-year budget problem, we look at not
only the impact this fiscal year but also the 
possible impact in 2009-2010, and also 2010-
2011. That means the decisions we make today
have to be considered in light of problems we may
face two years out. 

Q: What makes Los Angeles Superior Court different
from any of the other 57 superior courts, other than
that we’re the largest? Are our underlying budget needs
any different from, say San Diego, Orange County or
Santa Clara?

A: Well, on a gross level, no. Every court has the
need to service the public, pay their employees and
buy books and computers. In that way, we’re not
that different than most courts. 

However, we are larger than everyone by a
great margin, and we also have some unique needs
that other courts don’t have. 

As an example, we have been underfunded in
security for several years now. I think everyone
now recognizes that Los Angeles’ security needs
are unique. For instance, our lockup at the Clara
Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice Center downtown,
alone, is larger than most county jails. It’s hard to
make that fit with statewide security standards. 

I have been working with both the AOC and
the Legislature to resolve this problem. Not 

successfully, so far, but it’s at least an issue that’s
on everyone’s radar. 

So we’re different not only in size, but in type,
and we’re looking at a projected budget deficit in
our security alone of at least $10 million for fiscal
year 2008-09.

Q: What steps have we taken in the past to address
that? And have you done anything special to prepare for
this year’s budget?

A: Most recently, I appointed a committee, headed
by Assistant Presiding Judge Tim McCoy, to look
for possible ways to cut our security costs. It’s no
secret that security is one of our greatest costs, and
we’ve been cutting security costs for years. But, we
have reached the point when additional security
reductions without impacting court operations are
no longer viable. 

The committee’s charge is that safety cannot be
compromised. With that in mind, they came up
with an additional $3.5 million in cuts, most of
which we’ve implemented already.

These were things like taking sheriff’s deputies
out of courtrooms where we should have bailiffs
and making it so that there are now floaters
patrolling the halls instead. Now, that’s not 
something I’m completely comfortable with, but I
think we can get by. There simply are no further
cuts we can do. We are down to the bare bone,
such that additional cuts will compromise public
safety — or force us to close courthouses. 

Total Projected Security Shortfall

5M

10M

Fiscal Year
05-06

Fiscal Year
06-07

Fiscal Year
07-08

Fiscal Year
08-09

(Projection)

continued on next page
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Q: Have we been shortchanged in the budget 
allocation process?

A: Yes, I think that’s a fair statement. The 
L os Angeles Superior Court never gets the 
entirety of what we should be given, taking into
consideration that we’re one-third of the judiciary.
Putting that aside, no one is ever going to be
happy with their allocation. 

An AOC study shows that we’re more than 10
percent underfunded, compared with other courts
across the state. And that study doesn’t account for
the fact that we have truly unique needs. We do
the largest percentage of major civil litigation in
the state. We do the largest percentage of 
three-strikes cases in the state. We do the largest
percentage of gang cases in the state. We do the
largest percentage of death penalty cases in the
state. We do 1.8 million traffic tickets a year. 

We are pulling our full weight and more. If
we’re going to pull our full weight, if we’re going
to do all those complex, serious cases, there has to
be a fair share of funds available to make that 
mission possible. 

Q: What will be key to getting through this?

A: Well, it’s a cliché, but it’s appropriate: Be 
prepared. Don’t panic. Don’t overreact. Anticipate
the possible outcomes and have a solid plan for
each. I know we’re ready for next year, no matter
what it brings. We have a solid plan and the 
talents and commitment of judges and staff to
make it work. That’s also what the public expects
and that’s what our court can do.n

State Trial Court
Funding: Missing
The Mark

or years, California trial court funding
schemes have evolved in the name of 
creating reliable, adequate and discretionary

funding. Sadly, these goals remain unachieved.

BUDGETING IS GOVERNANCE
Budgeting is about more than money, it is

about governance: the distribution of the 
means (i.e., money and the control over it) to
achieve goals. 

The governance challenge in the California
judicial branch is enormous — and not just
because the California judicial branch is the
largest in the world. The challenge also has to
do with accommodating the vast variety of 
communities in our state, recognizing that 
different county courts have differing local needs.

Throughout the 1980s and 90s, government
agencies of all kinds pursued a strategy of 
devolution, meaning that funding decisions
about health and welfare, law enforcement,
education and other programs moved from 
federal to state, then to county, and then to
local levels. At the local level, each county 
provided funds for budgets developed by the
courts in each county.

The Lockyer-Isenberg Trial Court Funding Act
of 1997 eliminated county control over the trial
court budgets. The Legislature now makes an
appropriation to the Judicial Council on behalf of
the statewide judiciary, and the Judicial Council
carves that appropriation into 58 allocations to
the individual countywide trial courts.

The two justifications for state trial court
funding remain laudable aspirations:

F

by Judge J. Stephen Czuleger
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l Judicial independence: assuming that state 
funding would offer less opportunity for other 
political subdivisions, e.g., counties, to put 
financial pressure on judges to make certain 
decisions; and 
l Equity: to even out imbalances in the relative
level of financial support for courts across the 
58 counties.

In practice, this system of appropriation to the
Judicial Council, followed by the allocation of funds
by the Judicial Council to the 58 county courts, has
eroded the ability of the 58 county courts to set
budget priorities locally. 

The loss of local flexibility in setting priorities is
attributable to the following factors: program-based
budgeting, in which the Judicial Council mandates
statewide priorities; the lack of a stable, adequate
and discretionary source of trial court funding; 
and the difficulty of balancing statewide and 
local interests.

PROGRAM-BASED BUDGETING
Judicial Council funding allocations for security

illustrate the problems caused by statewide 
program-based budgeting. For example, since 2002
— facing significant budget shortfalls — our Court
reduced security costs by roughly $14 million, which
freed up resources for other programs and 
minimized the need to downsize court operations.

While these actions eventually forced closure of
four courthouses, customer safety was not 
compromised. The point here is that by devising
local solutions, our Court was able to spread the
pain of the budget shortfall by finding efficiencies 
in security needs and applying the savings where
more urgent budget shortfalls threatened our 
local operations.

Recognizing the wisdom of this strategy, the
Judicial Council carved out security funding from
the branch budget and undertook its own cost-
containment program. But the Judicial Council’s
program-based solution for statewide application
led to shortfalls in funding for security. 

This happened because the Judicial Council’s
program-based allocations for security assumed that
sheriff personnel assigned to the courts would fall in
the middle of the salary seniority scale, while in fact
most deputies assigned to court services have more
experience and earn higher salaries. That is why, as
of this writing, the Court faces a potential security-

funding shortfall for fiscal year 2008-09 of $6 million.
The Legislature’s decision to exclude retiree health
insurance from the funding formula increased our
security shortfall to approximately $10 million . 

To further illustrate the problem of statewide 
programming, consider the example of funding for
court-appointed dependency counsel. For years,
locally controlled funding was sufficient to support 
a program in Los Angeles that was widely recognized
as providing the best representation in the nation. 

Within two years of the move to a statewide-
financing program, however, funding for court-
appointed dependency counsel statewide is over 
$13 million in the red (of a budget of about 
$99.7 million). 

In other areas (i.e., jury fees and interpreter 
programs), locally administered program support 
traditionally exceeded our needs here in 
Los Angeles. These millions of dollars of annual 
savings were available to our Court to support
under-funded local programs. 

Since the move to program-based budgeting in
these areas, however, these savings have been 
redirected by the Judicial Council to statewide, 
rather than local, priorities.

THE SEARCH FOR A STABLE SOURCE OF 
TRIAL COURT FUNDING

If judicial independence rests, in part, on 
administrative and budgetary discretion, then the
branch as a whole, along with the 58 trial courts,
needs a stable and adequate source of funding. It
has proven an elusive goal.

Initially, the Judicial Council’s Administrative Office
of the Courts lobbied the Legislature and the
Department of Finance for a yearly increment equal
to the State Appropriations Limit, or SAL — an index
tied to several measures of statewide growth.

In a perfect world, the Judicial Council’s priorities
and those of the 58 trial court budgets would each
be adequately supported by SAL. Unfortunately, SAL
is often insufficient to satisfy both sets of priorities. 

Over the past three years, SAL has averaged a bit
over five percent, but the portion allocated to the
trial courts has been closer to 3.5 percent. The rest,
1.5 percent, has gone to Judicial Council priorities and
is unavailable for equitable statewide distribution.

When the Judicial Council’s priorities overlap with
those of the 58 trial courts, there is no problem. But,
in a state as diverse as ours, those areas of overlap

continued on page 30
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Our Top Priority —
Preserving Our
Community Courts
by Judge Charles W. McCoy, Jr.

located 50 operating courthouses so that every 
L os Angeles community would be locally served.
The task of constructing this successful system
took many decades to accomplish. The design
embodies a central truth: the core business of 
state trial courts is to make local justice equally 
accessible to all. Whenever possible, especially in
large, dense urban areas, trial courts need to 
operate close to the people most directly affected
by the decisions courts make in the local cases 
they decide.    

Criminal cases, as obvious examples, need to be
decided where the crimes occur — where local
newspapers and local social structures are both
interested in and report on the results of judicial

rom the outside it’s easy to see the Los Angeles
Superior Court as “the largest
trial court” in the state,
indeed the nation. But,
that view, standing
alone, misses an

extremely important reality.
L os Angeles is a great
court not because it’s large, but
because it does a great job serving all the many 
communities, large and small, that make up the
greater Los Angeles metropolitan area.

At its heart, the Los Angeles Superior Court is
a highly effective organization of community
courts designed first to serve local needs. These
communities include 88 separate cities, many 
with their own police departments, and all with
their own unique characters in our highly 
diverse county.  

The fact that these cities exist in a dense urban
environment does not detract from their individual
identities and needs. The density of Los Angeles
can trick the untrained eye into seeing the County
as one undifferentiated mass, with local cities and
towns melting into insignificance. That view 
overlooks the real needs of Los Angeles.  

The local leaders who built this place see things
much differently. They, for example, thoughtfully

F
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efforts to bring justice to the community. Justice
achieves its highest value when justice is not 
only done, but actually seen to be done in the 
local communities most impacted by the 
harms involved.  

L osing sight of this central truth about 
L os Angeles, especially when budget dollars are
allocated statewide, can lead to grave consequences.
If L os Angeles is seen only as a single large court,
then it can be tempting for those outside 
L os Angeles to make Los Angeles take a 
disproportionately larger share of cuts because, it
may be thought, the largess of Los Angeles ought
to be able to more easily absorb stiff cuts. That
thinking, if it occurs, lacks real sensitivity to the
true character of the Los Angeles community
court system. 

The Pomona courthouse in Los Angeles
County is just as vital to its
community as the Red Bluff
courthouse is to its 
community in Tehama
County. Los Angeles is not,
in this sense, better suited to
absorb budget cuts than others.  

Recent history is instructive here. In Fiscal Year
2002-03, California suffered a budget crisis similar
to today. When cuts were ultimately allocated, the
L os Angeles Superior Court was forced to take
cuts larger than its proportionate share. As an
example, Los Angeles was made to absorb fully half
of the entire statewide cut in court security funding.

Straining to preserve criminal court operations
in the ensuing months, Los Angeles had to 
consolidate criminal operations into fewer 
courthouses — it had to become more “efficient.”
In the end, four community courthouses and six
local lockups were closed, and the services they
provided were distributed elsewhere. The 
courthouses were Culver City, Lynwood,
Monrovia and South Gate. The lockups were
Chatsworth, Hollywood, Huntington Park,
Malibu, San Pedro, and Santa Monica.      

An erosion of our community courts occurred,
and that loss was never restored. Police departments
in the communities where courthouses and lockups
were shuttered must now transport prisoners
across crowded freeways where they once drove
only short distances from local police stations to
local courthouses. Litigants, witnesses, and 

everyone with court business in the affected 
communities must now go elsewhere. Healthy
connections between local courts and local 
communities have been broken.

That is why the Los Angeles Superior Court,
among other things, fully and unconditionally 
supports SB 1407 (Perata), the court facilities 
revenue bond. The bond is absolutely essential for
the continued vitality of court facilities everywhere
in California. While identifying revenue streams
that can be dedicated to support the $5 billion
bond has been extremely difficult, we advocate for
the Bill and have suggested constructive solutions
to make its passage possible.

All this is more than just an interesting lesson
in history and current events. The permanent 
erosion of community courts that happened earlier
this decade in Los Angeles may now happen

again, if we do not remember
history and guard against its
repetition. That’s why our
court so vigorously advocates
a different view of budget 
priorities this time around.

The Governor has proposed a cut of $245 
million for the Judicial Branch statewide. He
leaves it for the branch to decide how those cuts
fall internally. The Legislature may, through 
credits and other means, reduce the Governor’s
proposal by some amount, but, by all accounts, 
the final cuts will be enormous.

Fortunately, trial courts across the state, 
including Los Angeles, learned from the 2002-03
experience and saved locally for future rainy days.
Those days are now upon us, and local trial courts
need every penny they possess to survive the 
present crisis, which all agree will likely last at
least two years, and possibly three or more. Next
year’s deficits may well be larger than this. Any
court budget fashioned today that is not shaped to
account for the inescapable reality of additional
future cuts is wishful thinking, and invites 
future catastrophe.

The only rational planning and budgeting
approach is a multi-year approach. And, local
court savings, standing alone, are not sufficient to
solve the multi-year problem. Local reserves will
need to be supplemented. A one-time approach
that in the first year exhausts, or nearly exhausts,
existing local reserves risks calamity when the full

continued on page 31

... the core business of state 
trial courts is to make local 

justice equally accessible to all.
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If It’s 10 am, It Must
Be Department B
by Judge Rita Miller

t’s 10 am. Judge Patty Schnegg looks around
the Van Nuys courtroom where she’s sitting as
supervising judge for the Northwest District.
For a second she has to think about which
courtroom it is. She’s calling general civil 
calendars in three different ones every morning.

It’s 10 a.m. This must be Department B, the third
stop on her morning circuit ride. 

She’s not alone. Judge Joseph Kalin is just 
seating his trial jurors in Department 3, after 
calling the general civil calendars in Departments
23 and 33. They were, respectively, vacated 
recently by Judge Tricia Ann Bigelow’s 
appointment to the Court of Appeal and Judge
Charles Lee’s retirement.

Our Unprecedented Shortage of Judges is
Reaching Crisis Levels

This situation has been necessitated by the
unprecedented number of unfilled vacancies on
the Los Angeles Superior Court. By the end of
December, it is nearly certain that the court will
have 36 vacancies. In addition, three judges 
currently are out on long-term medical leave.
Even more discouraging is the fact that it is likely
that there will be an additional five new vacancies
not included in the 36 we know are certain.

I
If predictions are correct, that means the court will

be missing 40 or more bench officers at year’s end.
The governor appointed four new judges in late July,
but two of them were already serving on our court
as commissioners. With their elevation to full judge-
ships to which they were elected, the commissioner
positions they vacate will remain unfilled.

Accordingly, the net reduction in vacancies was
only two, even though the governor announced a
total of 30 judicial appointments statewide on the
same day.

This is unprecedented. Judicial Support Bureau
Administrator Teresa Klemic has been tracking 
the court’s vacancy rate in recent years. In 2003,
the vacancy rate for the year was, on average, four.
In 2004, the average was eight, in 2005, the 
average was nine, in 2006 it was four, and in 2007,
it was three.

The Rate of Appointments is at a Standstill 
and Commissioner Slots are Being Taken Away
and Not Filled

Another part of the problem is the new 
procedure for subordinate judicial officer 
“conversion.” That program provides that, when a
commissioner resigns or retires, the California
Judicial Council has the prerogative to convert
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spend on cases. Settlement rates may fall as judges
have less time to devote to settlement conferences.

Where the court is forced to staff courtrooms
with a series of assigned judges, the benefits of 
the individual calendar system may be lost 
because there is not a single judicial officer
responsible for pushing things expeditiously
toward trial. This would undo much of the good
work accomplished through the individual 
calendar system over the years.

Attorneys will have less ability to predict when
their matters will be heard. Trial, FSC, MSC,
mediation, and other dates will slip and hearing
dates will be hard to come by.  Deadlines will no
longer command respect. This will further 
undermine case management, as expectations of
timeliness are undone, deadlines remain unmet
and backlogs increase.

These costs will be borne by both the private
sector and government. As victims, witnesses,
attorneys, and defendants make unnecessary trips
to the courthouse, due to the unavoidable granting
of continuances, a negative view of the court will be
fostered. Moreover, the inmate population at the
County Jail will rise as will the demand for scarce
resources such as beds at treatment facilities.

General dissatisfaction with the workload and
ability to control calendars will encourage more of
our colleagues to seek retirement and enter private
judging as well as dissuade talented candidates
from entering the field.

Assigned Judges are Unlikely to Solve 
these Problems

We have been fortunate indeed to benefit from the
help of many hard-working, highly skilled assigned
judges throughout the Superior Court. (Just 
looking at the assigned judges who sit regularly in
general civil downtown, it is impressive to note
that Judges Warren Ettinger, Joseph R. Kalin,
Ricardo Torres and Robert H. O’Brien together
possess an excess of 100 years of judicial 
experience that they bring to bear on our cases.)

However, it is not clear with the current budget
crisis that we will continue to enjoy funding for
retired judges. Moreover, during the summer
months, these retired judges want to enjoy their
retirement by going on vacation occasionally.

The demand for retired judges statewide is also
acute, due to other courts’ shortages of bench 

that commissioner slot to a full judicial office.
Thus far, Judge Czuleger has been able to obtain
waivers of some conversions from the Judicial
Council, but the Los Angeles Superior Court is
scheduled to have seven additional conversations
in the current fiscal year.

Commissioners can do most of the same things
judges can do, but their powers are more limited
and all parties to any given case must stipulate that
a commissioner can preside — further limiting the
potential versatility of commissioners.

The Superior Court can fill commissioner slots
in as little as 21 days by election by the judges.
However, if the slot is converted, it cannot be
filled without an appointment by the governor or a
public election. This year, the Judicial Council has
converted four Los Angeles Superior Court 
commissioner slots to judgeships already. Those
positions have not yet been filled.

Things are Likely to Get Worse
The problem is likely to get worse. Three 

commissioners have been elected to full 
judgeships this year already, and two others, as
well as one referee, are in November runoff 
elections. Should any of them win office, there
may still be no net recovery in the ongoing deficit
in bench officer ranks.

Backlogs, Trial Delays, and Decreased Efficiency
may be Right Around the Corner

This is a serious situation for the court. It could
result in backlogs, trial delays, court congestion
and decreases in efficiency.

As this crisis deepens and fewer courtrooms are
staffed, cases with statutory priority may well 
displace other types of litigation. Gains achieved
over more than a decade of civil case management
will be in danger of being forfeited as civil 
courtrooms are obliged to handle criminal, 
juvenile and mental health matters.

Even among civil cases, civil priority matters
could begin to crowd out business and personal
injury litigation, as motions for priority are
brought under Code of Civil Procedure §§ 36-37
and unlawful detainer priority provisions.

Because judicial supervision is the cornerstone
of effective case management, the court's ability to
guarantee a timely and just disposition of cases
may be threatened as judges have less time to

continued on page 32
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Painful Memory:
Closing The 
South Gate Courthouse
by Judge Peter Espinoza

hen I first was assigned to be the supervising
judge of the Southeast District, there were
seven courthouses in that district —
Norwalk, Whittier, Bellflower, Downey,
Huntington Park and South Gate. 

By the time I left that post, the budget 
crisis of 2002 had forced us to shut down 
South Gate completely and greatly reduce 
services at Huntington Park, causing major 
disruptions to two densely populated parts of 
L os Angeles County.

The South Gate and Huntington Park 
courthouses — besides serving South Gate and
Huntington Park — also served five other cities
— Vernon, Maywood, Cudahy, Bell and Bell

W
Gardens — and the unincorporated area of
Walnut Park.

These areas have a significant immigrant 
population with Spanish being the predominant
language in many of these cities. These are 
working-class communities whose residents are
heavily dependent on public transportation.

A few months before the closures happened it
started to look like we were going to have some
budget shortfalls — particularly related to security
— and we were asked to develop a plan to cut
some of the operations in our areas.

The first step to reduce costs was to close the
lockup at the South Gate Courthouse. That 
operation was absorbed by the Huntington Park
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Courthouse, increasing the workload there. The
move also had the domino effect of 
inconveniencing employees at the neighboring
South Gate city jail.

Since the jail was next to the South Gate
Courthouse, the standard protocol was for jailers
to chain the arrestees together and walk them to a
back entrance of the courthouse. Once we shut
down that lockup, the jailers had to purchase vans
to transport the inmates. 

When that cost-saving effort wasn’t enough to
handle our budget issues, we decided to close the
lockup at the Huntington Park Courthouse, 
causing even more difficulties when it came to
inmate transportation. Ultimately, we opted to shut
down the South Gate Courthouse altogether and
moved its civil, small claims and traffic cases to
the Huntington Park Courthouse.

Since criminal cases couldn’t be heard at either
courthouse anymore, lawyers and police officers
who were accustomed to those facilities were 
frustrated by the
changes and longer
drive times. 

We received many
complaints during a
series of meetings
with city officials who
accurately complained
that their constituents, who were used to 
receiving certain services in their neighborhoods,
would now have to travel farther to do court 
business. It was a tough sell to explain that 
unfortunately the closures were necessary for us to
maintain services.

When South Gate closed, it became very 
confusing because we had to disperse the criminal
caseload and some employees. Cases from 
South Gate went to the Downey Courthouse.
Cases from Cudahy and Bell Gardens went to the
East Los Angeles Courthouse, and cases from
Huntington Park and all the rest of the areas went
to the Metropolitan Courthouse. 

We received many complaints during a series of
meetings with city officials who argued that their
constituents would have to travel farther to do
court business. Cities with small police 
departments, or that relied on the Sheriff’s
Department, complained about increased drive
times and unfamiliar facilities.

From a courthouse employee perspective, we
did our best to disperse the criminal caseload in a
fair manner in terms of the receiving courthouses
and jurisdictions, but it didn’t quite work out as
we hoped. 

The Downey Courthouse wound up with more
than its fair share of work, creating stress for the
employees there. Also, Downey experienced a
change in the culture of its lockup with many more
gang members — and more importantly more
gang members from different gangs — than it had
in the past. 

Before cases were shifted there, the vast 
majority of gang members in the lockup were 
from the Norwalk and La Mirada areas. By
expanding the service area, the inmate 
population in the lockup now included gang 
members from across the 710 Freeway — from
South Gate and Walnut Park. This created 
tension, and deputies had to find ways to 
segregate rival gang members in the lockup. A

side result of this was
more graffiti in and on
the courthouse as gang
members tried to mark
their territory.

Above all, we 
suffered as a court
because one of our

main goals through time has been to provide 
our customers with friendly, accessible 
court facilities.

Our municipal courts were spread 
throughout the county to make it easy. The 
closures we were forced to make in 2002 were 
contrary to that notion. The South Gate
Courthouse is still vacant — an unpleasant
reminder to the community that we closed their
facility. The Huntington Park Courthouse is still
open, but only two courtrooms are in use. 

These were communities that were used to 
a court presence where they could go and take 
care of their business, and we’re simply not 
there anymore.n

Above all, we suffered as a court 
because one of our main goals 

through time has been to provide 
our customers with friendly, 

accessible court facilities.
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n the military, the acronym is TDY — 
temporary duty assignment. Those of you with
military backgrounds need no further 
explanation. For the rest of us, Army.com
defines TDY as the status of soldiers who are
away from their home stations to support a 

contingency operation. 
It is used when vital support is required in 

mission-essential operations, but where the need is
short-term in nature. To be successful, it requires
the willingness and commitment of dedicated
troops to pitch in to help when called.  

What does TDY have to do with our Court? In
recent months, our Court has experienced an
increasing need for support for essential 
operations in a number of locations. The 
growing number of judicial vacancies in 
L os Angeles County has threatened our court
operations countywide. 

I
As this article is written, there are 28 vacant

judicial positions on our Court as a result of 
retirements, elevations to the Court of Appeal,
long-term medical leaves and the like. In addition,
the Court has four new judicial openings as a
result of commissioners’ positions being converted
to judicial seats.

That number of open judicial positions is, 
by itself, significant. But, the impact is much
greater in certain courthouses where vacancies 
are clustered.  

By the end of the year, the estimate is 35 to 40
openings. Presiding Judge J. Stephen Czuleger
has remained in contact with the governor’s 
judicial appointments secretary to ensure she is
aware of our needs. In late July, four new judges
were appointed to our bench, but two of them
were commissioners who had won judicial 
elections and left commissioner positions vacant

TDY: Lancaster
by Judge Lee Smalley Edmon and Judge Ann Jones
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when they became judges. Accordingly, the total
judicial shortfall declined by only two positions.

So what’s a presiding judge to do?  
TDY. That’s what.
The first TDY was the traffic “offensive”

undertaken in the Metropolitan Courthouse. 
Six civil judges from the Stanley Mosk
Courthouse were assigned to the Metropolitan
Courthouse in June. 

Their mission was to reduce a backlog in traffic
arraignments that has been building since one of
Metro’s arraignment courts was forced to close in
2003 due to budget cuts. 

In this issue of Gavel to Gavel, Judge Elizabeth
Grimes has written an entertaining description of
our judges’ deployment to Metro, which was by all
accounts a great success.

The most recent TDY was to Lancaster.
Starting in early June, the North District lost three
of its 16 judicial officers. That’s almost 20 percent
of the work force. But that is only part of the
need: the latest Administrative Office of the
Courts’ workload study shows that the North
District should be staffed with an additional 5.8
judicial officers to accommodate the growing 
population and caseload in the Antelope Valley. 

At about the same time, two more North
District judges left for the Judicial College. It left
the hard-working judges in the North District
scrambling to absorb the workload of the already
overloaded calendars. 

Judge Tom White, supervising judge of the
North District, can be compared to the little

Dutch boy with 10 fingers for 20 holes in the dike.
Under his exceptional leadership, his team in
Lancaster has worked tirelessly and with good
cheer to handle an impossible workload.

Civil operations were particularly hard hit.
With Judge Frank Jackson’s confirmation to the
Court of Appeal and Commissioner Victor
Reichman’s retirement, Lancaster lost two of its
three judicial officers who had been presiding over
civil cases. That left Judge Brian Yep to handle all
of the general and limited civil, small claims and
unlawful detainer cases in the North District. 

Judge Yep’s caseload, excluding small claims
and unlawful detainers, burgeoned to more than
2,000 cases. In addition, after handling the pending
civil matters, on any given day, Judge Yep often
had to help out with last-day criminal cases.

Judge White affectionately described the 
situation in Lancaster as “Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride.”
Each day, he prepared a team roster, identifying
what calendar would be called by which judge and
in which courtroom he or she would work. 

The North District judges had no choice but to
routinely work late and to delay their vacations. In
one instance, Judge Lisa Chung came to work in
the middle of her vacation to call her calendar.

Of course, the brunt of the judicial shortage
falls on the shoulders of the litigants, who must
wait longer for the resolution of their cases.
Because of the heavy morning calendars, litigants
have only a half-day, or less, for trials. 

The situation was mitigated somewhat when
Judge Czuleger assigned two of the four newly

appointed judges to Lancaster.
This does not, however, even
approach full resolution of the 
judicial shortage.

Under the circumstances, if
there is no available courtroom,
cases either must be continued
or sent out to another courthouse
for trial. However, sending a
case from the Antelope Valley to
another courthouse for trial 
necessarily imposes on the 
parties a trip of 100 miles or
more, substantially increasing
attorneys’ fees and costs.

Judge Czuleger anticipated
the growing number of vacancies

continued on page 33

JUDGES WHITE AND EDMON ANSWER MEDIA QUESTIONS
ON JUDICIAL VACANCIES IN THE ANTELOPE VALLEY.
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n June, Presiding Judge Steve Czuleger called
for volunteers to help reduce the backlog of
traffic cases at the Metropolitan Courthouse. I
was one of the volunteers who joined Judge
Czuleger’s one-week traffic court “strike force,”
along with Judges Lee Edmon, Rex Heeseman,

Jane Johnson and Ann Jones. 
Before the 2003 budget cuts had forced the 

closure of a traffic arraignment court, 
arraignments were set two to three months after
the case filing. By 2008, with about 30,000 traffic
cases pending in Metro and one less court to carry

I
the load, the delay from case filing to arraignment
had more than doubled to six months.

Judge Czuleger’s goal was to reduce the backlog
by about a month. Each of us took over a court-
room in Metro that otherwise would have been
unoccupied while the regular bench officers attended
Judicial College. The staff at Metro set 2,250
extra cases — about an extra month’s load of cases
— for arraignment the week of June 16, 2008.

I had never presided over traffic cases and had
never been to Metro. When Judge Czuleger asked
for volunteers to sit in Metro, I jumped at the

Driving Down The
Backlog At Traffic Court
by Judge Elizabeth Grimes



Los Angeles Superior Court Judicial Magazine 17

continued on page 34

chance. After 10 years, I still feel like I’m 
at an early stage of the judicial learning
curve. The more I learn, the more I need to
know. The traffic court assignment would
give me a chance to inch forward along the
learning curve.

We got our assignments in a letter from
Zoe Venhuizen, the deputy executive 
officer, telling us the departments over
which we would be presiding, introducing
us to the staff, and giving explicit 
directions how to reach the courthouse. A
couple days later, we received an email 
from Senior Administrator Greg Blair 
listing our assignments with room and 
telephone numbers and reminding us of the
upcoming training session in the Presiding 
Judge’s chambers.

Commissioner Paul Suzuki and Greg Blair
handled the training. Greg gave us excellent 
materials assembled by the Metro bench officers,
along with our building keys and parking key
cards. The first priority of business, which 
occupied significant discussion, was how to get to
the courthouse, where to park, and how to get
from the judges’ parking garage to our 
courtrooms. Never having been there, I wondered
what all the fuss was about.

Then the discussion turned to training for the
assignment. Four points were emphasized: (1) Do
not remand anyone into custody. (2) When in
doubt, ask the clerk or bailiff for guidance. (3) Fill
in the bail or fines at the bottom of the 
Complaint, and staff will handle everything else.
(4) Remember to tell each defendant to pay the
fine plus penalty assessment.

Commissioner Suzuki said many defendants
have multiple infractions, so the fines plus penalty
assessments can greatly exceed a misdemeanor
sentence. A typical misdemeanor fine is about
$300, but a defendant charged with four 
infractions, such as a failure to appear, red light
violation, no registration and no insurance, will
face about $1,600 in fines and penalty 
assessments. Those are stiff fines, especially for
someone earning minimum wage. Since the fine
should fit the crime, he explained, some bench
officers will fine on the highest count and suspend
the fines or dismiss the remaining counts in the
interest of justice.

I circled the courthouse before recognizing the
employee parking entrance. Having left, 
somewhere, the detailed instructions that explained
every twist and turn of the parking structure, I
didn’t know how to find my space once I managed
to enter the garage. I drove directly to a dead end,
where I encountered a kind staff person who
directed me to my assigned space.

From there, I joined a group of people, none of
whom knew which door led to the judges’ elevator,
so I rode up with them to the first floor of the
courthouse. After being told by a security guard to
get in line to go through screening (over 9,000
people went through screening the first day), I
found a deputy sheriff who escorted me to the 
seventh floor. I had no idea how to retrace my steps
or what keys to use to open the various locked
doors. But as Woody Allen says, 80 percent of the
success is showing up, and though my heart was
beating with the stress of a new assignment, at this
point, I was feeling pretty proud of myself.

Once I got into my courtroom, things flowed
pretty smoothly. There were about 150 cases on
my calendar, half in the morning and half in the
afternoon. If you do the math, assuming a 6-hour
bench day, that means you have to handle a case
every 2½ minutes.

Commissioner Suzuki had given us a script to
read starting with “good morning,” by the end of
which I was feeling calmer than I had when I 
first ascended the bench. I managed to correctly
note each plea, but a few times, after a defendant
pled not guilty, I entered the amounts of the fines
for a conviction instead of entering the amount 
of bail.
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t was spring 2007. I was in trial in my 
courtroom at the Clara Shortridge Foltz
Courthouse in downtown Los Angeles, and my
secretary told me the chief justice was on the
phone. My first response was, “Yeah, right,” but
she wasn’t kidding. I, of course, took the call. 
“I’m going to ruin your day” were the chief 

justice’s first words.
“Please don’t,” I joked with California 

Chief Justice Ronald M. George. “I’m having a
good day.”

He said, “I’ve just
assigned you to Riverside.”
Um … what? 

The chief justice 
proceeded to explain his
“strike force” project and
why he wanted me to be involved. The Riverside
Superior Court was suffering from a severe 
backlog of criminal cases. Significant case delays
were threatening the Court’s ability to administer
justice and serve the community. 

In order to tackle the problem, the chief justice
was putting together a talented team of active and
retired judges to concentrate their efforts on
reducing the backlog. My role was to be 

I
supervising judge over this exceptional group and
assign cases to them.

In addition to presiding over hearings and 
trials, the judges also were tasked with making
recommendations for how to improve the Court’s
calendar management, settlement-trial practices
and case processing. 

Court of Appeal Justice Richard D. Huffman,
Fourth Appellate District, Division One (San
Diego), also played a key role as chair of the task

force. His charge was to
work with the various 
justice partners — court
officials, the district 
attorney, the public defender,
the sheriff, the probation
office and officials of the

Riverside County Bar Association — to develop a
new criminal case management plan.

As a longtime Los Angeles Superior Court
judge, I really didn’t understand the situation in
Riverside County, so I went out there and spent
some time. I also asked the court staff to list all of
their oldest cases. I got multiple lists from 
multiple interested parties with probably 600 cases
listed combined. 

The Riverside Superior
Court ‘Strike Force’
by Judge David Wesley

The oldest case we disposed of 
was 176 months old ... Many of 

the cases we were completing 
were from the 1990s.
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I decided our efforts would be best spent 
focusing on the Central District. Of the cases
based there I picked about 200 that I felt were the
highest priority — the oldest and most difficult
that they had pending.

I then asked Riverside County Presiding Judge
Richard Fields to designate a courtroom for me in
Riverside as a master calendar court, which he 
did. I also arranged with the supervising judge of
criminal to take the 200 cases I had selected out 
of the regular system and turn them over to the
task force. 

Retired Judge J. Richard Couzens of Placer
County and I went through every one of those 
200 files, making notes on the cases and the 
attorneys. We then did a huge master calendar call
in July 2007, bringing in all of the attorneys on all
of the cases. 

I told them: Get ready on these cases. They are
going to trial. Don’t expect continuances. And
treat these cases as the most high profile ones you
are handling.

I took a previously planned vacation before the
trials began in mid-August. I knew it was going to
be a long, hard few months. Just the travel alone
was tiring and very, very time consuming. The
Riverside Hall of Justice, where I spent a lot of
my time, is about 67 miles one way from my home. 

I spent a lot of Sundays in Riverside. At the
beginning, I was there two days a week and 
sometimes sleeping over on the weekend. In the
early days of the project I would often arrive on
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Saturday and stay through Tuesday. Sometimes I
would be in Riverside in the morning and have to
come back to downtown L.A. in the afternoon for
a jury trial. 

At any given time there were at least six task
force judges living in Riverside, all staying at the
same hotel. We had breakfast together and lunch.
We developed a wonderful camaraderie. It’s not
often you get to spend so much time with 
colleagues from counties throughout the state —
San Diego, Alameda, Oakland, Kern, Ventura,
Placer, Marin, Orange, Sacramento, to name a few.

Initially, the task force was to last four months,
but we realized by October that the backlog was so
great, we were going to need more time. We also
needed additional time to craft our suggestions for
the Court on how to improve its practices to avoid
slipping even farther backwards.

We had found that the cause of the backlog was
multi-pronged and didn’t happen overnight. To
some extent, communication between the justice
partners had broken down. The District Attorney’s
Office in Riverside County is very strict about
case disposition and, as a result, fewer cases are
disposed of before trial. The overarching problem,
however, in Riverside County is massive, rapid
population growth, resulting in many more 
criminal and civil cases, and a longstanding 
problem of too few judges — even though the
judicial officers there work very, very hard — to
handle the caseload. 

Also as a result of the criminal backlog, the
Court had lost some of its ability to process civil
cases. By law, criminal cases take priority, so the
Court had to make the hard decision to reassign
some civil judges to handle criminal cases. 

Upon our request, Chief Justice George agreed
to extend the task force until the close of the 
2007-08 fiscal year, although after December, he
could only commit six judges at a time.  

We continued to work diligently, and as of July
14, we had completed 208 trials, including three
death penalty cases, and a great number of murders,
rapes and robberies. In total, we handled 805 
matters, including 295 preliminary hearings. 

The oldest case we disposed of was 176 months
old — a murder case. Many of the cases we were
completing were from the 1990s. When we left,
the oldest case pending in Riverside County had
been filed in 2004.

Because the judges weren’t able to process the
criminal cases in a timely manner, some cases were
dismissed. Although this is a problem we were not
specifically asked to solve, one recommendation we
ultimately gave to the Court was to follow Rule
4.115(b), adopted in January, that states that
“courts should avoid calendaring or trailing 
criminal cases for trial to the last day permitted for
trial.” By setting trial dates on the last day, the
judges had no breathing room to find available
courtrooms, accommodate last-minute 
emergencies, or — in some cases with good cause
— put the matters over.

Another one of our recommendations was to 
set up an early disposition program, which they
call a preliminary hearing settlement court. And
we also gave guidelines for how to handle 
continuances in cases. Effective case management
will be crucial if Riverside County is to ever 
permanently get on track.

As far as our long-term effect, I always want to
say that there’s hope, but I do have a lot of 
concern. The problems that we encountered have
not gone away. It will take a lot of effort from the
lawyers and judges to not fall back. However, I
think they do have a better handle on ways to
improve the system with the limited resources they
have, so I am cautiously optimistic. One positive is
that everyone out there wants to do well and is
dedicated to serving their community. They just
have a real struggle ahead.

Even though I am concerned about Riverside
Superior Court’s long-term future, I think our
work, as a task force, was significant and positive.
It was a real challenge to come into a situation like
that, and every member of our group was really
dedicated to helping Riverside County. Half of the
judges who participated were retired and other
counties temporarily gave up some of their top
judges to rally and try to help this community. 

We all made some very good friends. It’s not
common to have a group of judges, from different
parts of the state, come together to work on a 
project. It was a rare privilege that only comes
once in a while. It was challenging, but it was 
an honor that the chief justice gave me the 
opportunity to do it.n
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Griffith J. Griffith from her husband, Col.
Griffith,” according to a Nov. 13, 1904, edition of
the Los Angeles Times.

Mr. Norman arrived at court with hopes of
learning that his marriage to Ms. Janette
Thomson was valid. It seems that during one of
the hot, sticky days of August 1897, Norman and
Janette traveled through the growing city of 
L os Angeles to a small, unincorporated area
known as Long Beach.

Once there, they met Captain W.L. Pierson,
captain of the 17-ton schooner the “J. Wiley.”
They boarded the sleek schooner in an attempt to
bypass the law and become man and wife on the
High Seas. 

As the soon-to-be Normans boarded the 
J. Wiley, Janette was 15 years old, well under the
legal age to wed, and Homer was nearly 22. The 
J. Wiley pushed off, and after traversing nine
miles of ocean, Captain Pierson tied the knot.
[Norman v. Norman (1898) 121 Cal. 620].

If Mr . Norman were preparing for his family
law matter today he would find that a great deal
has changed since his nuptials onboard the
Schooner J. Wiley.

L os Angeles County has become a huge 
urban sprawl of nearly 11 million residents. 
Each year, more than 100,000 of them will bring
some of their most important problems before 

he year 1898 was one of some import for the
156,000 residents of the sprawling region that
comprised Los Angeles County. 

That year, Charlie Ebbets took the helm of
the far-away Brooklyn Trolley Dodgers. The
city’s first permanent orchestra was formed at

the Orpheum Theatre. In February, Los Angeles
benefactor Col. Griffith J. Griffith donated to the
city of Los Angeles vast land holdings, which
would become the park named in his honor.

The downtown streets were still rough and full
of wagons and coaches pulled by huge work horses
and its first freeway was 40 years in the future.

The year 1898 also saw Mr. Homer Norman of
L os Angeles, standing at the corner of Spring and
Temple streets on what had once had been called
Poundcake Hill.  

Mr. Norman stood at the base of a rather
imposing stone staircase looking up at an equally
imposing building. He climbed the stairs, 
loosened his starched and too-tight formal 
collar and approached the entrance of the 
L os Angeles courthouse, then known as the 
Red Sandstone Courthouse.

Mr. Norman arrived at the court that morning
to have his family law case heard by Superior
Court Judge M.T. Allen. The same Judge Allen
would later garner public notoriety as the judge
who rocked Los Angeles when he “Freed Mrs.

T

The Ill-Fated Voyage Of
The Schooner J. Wiley
by Judge Mark Juhas and Commissioner Scott Gordon

continued on next page
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the Los Angeles Superior Court’s Family 
Law Department.

Instead of one judge hearing family law 
matters, he would learn that there are 21 judicial
officers assigned to family law in the Stanley Mosk
Courthouse alone, some of whom, astoundingly,
are women.

Throughout the county there are 47 judicial
officers who are assigned to hear the more than
108,000 new family law matters filed each year.

As Mr. Norman made his way to the courtroom
assigned to hear his case, he would note other
changes and challenges. As he walked into the
courtroom he would find it crowded with lawyers
and litigants. His case would be one of the 25 to
30 heard by the judicial officer that day.

As he sat and waited for his case to be called,
Mr. Norman would see that, while the facts of the
cases were familiar — parents seeking custody and
visitation orders, property issues, child support
issues and divorces — there were new types of
cases that simply did not exist when he sought to
have his marriage to Jeanette affirmed.

Mr. Norman would witness domestic violence
restraining order hearings, domestic partnership
cases, fights over premarital agreements, no-fault
dissolutions and same-sex marriage cases.

It would no doubt surprise Mr. Norman to
learn how the family structure had changed over
the years, as had the litigants’ expectations. 

As Los Angeles County’s population and
demographics have changed, so have the social
attitudes and laws governing the adjudication of
family law issues. One of the biggest changes
occurred in 1970 with the passage of the Family
Law Act, which introduced no-fault divorces 
to California.

However, a change that is more dramatic and
has had arguably even more impact on the family
law judicial officer’s workload has occurred in the
last decade. 

When Mr. Norman stood before Judge Allen,
he did so at a time when there were certain fairly
clearly established assumptions about family and
the dissolution of marriage. 

The law presumed that it was the husband’s
duty to support his wife upon divorce. It was 
generally assumed that the mother of the children
should be awarded custody. As Mr. Norman
watched a calendar being called in one of our

modern Los Angeles County family law courts, 
he would be shocked that these conventions no
longer apply.

Mr. Norman would no doubt be taken by the
diversity of those around him, speaking to 
interpreters in Spanish, Korean, Armenian, Russian
and dozens of other languages. The family law
courtrooms in Los Angeles County are among the
busiest and most diverse in the world.

On any given day at the Stanley Mosk
Courthouse, cases between two, self-represented,
non-English-speaking litigants are heard in the
same courtroom as cases involving billionaires or
movie stars who draw media representatives from
throughout the world.

He would find that many of the parties were
not represented by lawyers, while others would
approach the bench surrounded by phalanxes of
experienced litigators, towing carts overflowing
with freshly filed pleadings.

As Mr. Norman walked through the crowded
halls containing the family law courtrooms, he
would no doubt notice the extra resources needed
to help family law litigants move their cases
toward resolution. 

He would be surprised to find security 
screening at the courthouse door, manned by 
uniformed officers.

He would see the lines of litigants waiting to
receive assistance at the Court’s Family Law 
Self-Help Centers. These centers provide 
essential assistance to family law litigants, 
helping more than 850 people each day across 
L os Angeles County.

As he looked for his courtroom, he would also
see the child waiting room where parents receive
free child care while their cases are being heard,
the family law attorney volunteer mediation 
program and the busy professionals in Family
Court Services who provide Conciliation Court
services, conduct child custody evaluations and
perform child interviews in many of the nation’s
most high conflict cases.

Family law cases require an intense commitment
of judicial time, in part, because the entry of a
judgment, while a significant point in a family law
case, does not finish the matter.

In contrast to most civil and criminal cases,
post-judgment litigation in family law can be as
intense and complex as pre-judgment litigation.
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The judgment that a judicial officer is called
upon to render must be designed to fit the unique
and evolving circumstances of each case. The
orders made in these cases must take into account
the specific details of the families’ lives, which
change over time as people remarry, lose jobs, have
other children or any number of things which will
materially affect their lives. These orders deal with
parenting schedules, exchange locations, the
child’s school, vacations, extracurricular activities,
and even diet and haircuts.

On that fateful day in 1898, Mr. Norman
learned that his marriage to Janette was void as
she was underage. In today’s family law courts he
would probably find the same result.

It takes bench officers a great deal of time to
unravel complex financial transactions such as
valuing the good will of businesses and dealing
with funds hidden in offshore accounts. 

It takes additional time for them to evaluate
familial relationships only recently recognized by
the law. It takes enormous sums to provide 

adequate security to the people who need to visit
our courts, to provide assistance to pro pers and
persons who cannot speak English, as well as to
care for the children of parents who cannot afford
child care during their necessary and sometimes
lengthy visits to the courthouse.

Perhaps the greatest challenge that bench 
officers face each day is delicately balancing the
due process that each case appropriately deserves
and the scarce resources available to the Family
Law Courts.

But the struggle to deal with change, to 
accommodate shrinking budgets to the growing
needs and challenges of the family law courts, is
noble work, which it is our privilege to perform,
because the work is essential to the well-being of
the people of our community. n
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he looming state budget crisis, insufficient
judgeships throughout California and the 
growing number of judicial vacancies in 
L os Angeles Superior Court are all threats to
the East District’s (Pomona) present ability to
meet its litigants’ needs.  
For many years, the East District’s bench 

officers have taken pride in managing their 
caseload efficiently, fairly and in compliance with
the state’s delay reduction standards. In general,
the state’s case disposition time goals recommend
complete disposition of all unlimited and limited
civil case filings within 24 months, and except for
capital cases, disposition of all felonies within one
year of the defendant’s first arraignment. For 
misdemeanors, 100 percent of the filings should be
disposed within 120 days.

Although much has been discussed about the
inadequate number of judgeships for the growing
population in the state’s Inland Empire and
Central Valley, a recent Los Angeles Superior
Court statistics section report found that the East
District is just as severely impacted. For example,
Riverside County’s population is 2,004,000 and 81
judges and subordinate judicial officers (SJOs)

A Perspective
From The 
East District

by Judges Dan T. Oki, 
Robert A. Dukes and 
Thomas C. Falls

T
serve there. The East District has 1,049,000 
residents and 43 judicial officers. 

A comparison of filings per judicial officer in
both jurisdictions is also compelling: 

The data’s similarity tells another story as well
because year in and year out, the East District
judiciary continues to meet statewide case 
disposition standards, but Riverside Superior
Court does not. In fact, during 2008 several 
judicial task forces were dispatched to Riverside
courts to hear cases and reduce that county’s 
massive backlog in criminal and civil filings. 

Geographically, the East District sits next door
to the Inland Empire, and East District judicial
officers have noticed an increase in filings that

Case Filing Comparison

1060.5
Total
Riverside
County

East 
District

Criminal

1005.3 3271.9

1232.3 721.7 3825.4

Civil Traffic
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Our court has 28 judicial vacancies; and at
least another 13 by year’s end. Court-wide that
constitutes nearly 10 percent fewer judges than
allocated. If one adds in the 50 additional judges
recommended — but not yet allocated — in the

AOC study, LASC will be
functioning with 90 fewer 
judicial officers than needed.

In the words of one district’s
supervising judge, “It hurts!” 

Every judicial district in 
L os Angeles County needs
judges. The North Valley 
(San Fernando) is down seven 
percent; Northwest (Van Nuys)
is short six of 36 judicial 
officers (17 percent) and the
North (Antelope Valley) lacks
three of its 16 allowed judicial
officers (19 percent). Moreover,
an internal workload study
finds the North District 

should logically be filed in adjacent counties. For
example, a recent jury trial concerned injuries
received from a traffic accident in the City of
Riverside because a peripheral defendant had an
East District place of business.  

Judges are routinely assigned lawsuits involving
real property in San Bernardino and Riverside
counties, and during a recent contract dispute
trial, it became apparent that all parties were in
San Bernardino County but ignored venue as an
issue in order to resolve the case expeditiously in
the East District. 

To make matters worse, proposed legislation by
the Consumer Attorneys of California would have
allowed civil actions to be transferred when a
county has a significant backlog of civil cases that
delay the right to a trial by jury.  Fortunately, the
bill is no longer being pursued thanks to strong
opposition from our court, the California Judges
Association and other organizations, but a leader
of the consumer attorneys group admitted in 
confidence that the legislation was intended to
transfer civil actions from Riverside County to
Pomona’s overloaded courthouses. 

Moreover, a 2001 Administrative Office of the
Courts (AOC) study found our court needs an 
additional 50 judgeships. Nevertheless, of the 150
new statewide judgeships proposed by the Judicial
Council, we are scheduled for just four. Massive
state budget deficits mean the 50 new statewide
judgeships approved in 2007 have not been 
funded, and the 50 more proposed this year will
not be approved.

continued on next page

A POTENTIALLY CRUSHING WORKLOAD NOW
FACES THE EAST DISTRICT.

THE EAST DISTRICT HAS NOTICED AN INCREASE IN FILINGS THAT
SHOULD LOGICALLY BE FILED IN ADJACENT COUNTIES.
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already understaffed by five or six judicial 
officers and operating with the equivalent of 
a 38 percent shortfall. 

A potentially crushing workload now faces the
East District that already has two judicial 
vacancies and another judge on long-term medical
leave. Three judicial vacancies could occur this
summer and four in December. Two additional
colleagues qualify for maximum retirement 
benefits in September, but their fellow bench 
officers are hopeful that they will opt for the
attractive Extended Service Incentive Program
bonuses and stay on the job through 2011. If 
not, a monumental workload must be absorbed
when retired judges are unavailable to cover 
empty courtrooms. 

It is extremely difficult even now to find retired
judges to sit on assignment or to accept certain
judicial duties. Any reduction in funding to the
Assigned Judges Program will further jeopardize
our ability to adequately serve the district’s 
residents. As it now stands, the historically efficient
East District is beginning to see an impact. 

Cases are aging, and litigants and victims must
wait a long time to resolve their matters. As in
many criminal court systems, the East District
takes last-day trials from other districts. The
impact is to delay pending East District cases that
are not on last-day status and to trail or continue
those matters. In fact, bench officers in unlimited
civil courtrooms were told they would preside over
some criminal matters because of the unfilled 
judicial vacancies. 

When managing an increased caseload, judges
may be unable to give litigants full days for trials
in limited jurisdiction courts. Half-day trial 
sessions, spread over several days, are no longer an
exception in limited jurisdiction criminal courts,
and one outcome is increased costs for parties,
attorneys, and the court. All districts share a lack
of available courtrooms, and in the East District
cases are greatly affected when less-than-firm trial
dates elsewhere are continued because of 
scheduling conflicts. 

A law of unintended consequences can also be
applied to the recent legislation to convert 
subordinate judicial officers (SJO) into judges,
which is having a detrimental effect. Statewide,
conversions are taking place at the rate of 16 per
year. The LASC, however, has lost seven 

commissioners since January, but only three 
commissioners have been elected to replace them.
The other four positions are earmarked for SJO
conversion but they have not been filled either. 

There is no limit to the number of conversions
for L.A. County, and it is possible for the AOC to
convert additional judicial vacancies this year. If
the positions remain unfilled, the present judicial
officers will have to bear the additional workload.

There is a tendency throughout the state to
view the Los Angeles Superior Court as a huge 
monolithic entity capable of withstanding a loss of 
judicial resources without impact. In reality, we are
anything but that vision. We are composed of 
courthouses ranging from one courtroom on an
island, to a courthouse with six judicial officers in
El Monte, to one with over 100 judicial officers in
L os Angeles. We constitute 50 courthouses which
are a composite of every court facility in every
county in California. We have urban courts and
rural courts. We have complex litigation, auto
accidents, gang violence, petty theft, DUIs, 
murders, family law, juvenile litigation, traffic,
small claims, landlord-tenant disputes, and probate
issues being attended to on a daily basis just as
they are in courts throughout the state.

As noted at the beginning of this article, the 
East District has the same population-to-judicial 
officer ratio and the same case filings-per-judicial 
officer numbers as nearby Riverside County. The 
East District also shares the same budget 
problems and judicial vacancy difficulties as 
several other counties in California, but those
counties receive far more attention from the news
media press and the AOC than the East District.  

It would be unfair for the needs of East District
constituents to be diminished as a result of 
misperceptions about the enormity of the LASC
and its capability to overcome anyloss of resources
or services. The system is indeed huge — the
largest trial court system in the nation — but it is
unableto withstand sustained and severe budget
and staff reductions without serious impact. All
elected officials need to advocate for Los Angeles
Superior Court so that this county’s residents 
continue to receive fair and timely resolution of
their disputes.

26  Gavelto Gavel
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he first thing she noticed was how quiet it was
all along the lengthy hallways of the Stanley
Mosk Courthouse. Every year, she thought to
herself, the noise and controlled chaos 
generated by the constant stream of attorneys,
parties, witnesses, court staff and jurors seemed

to be more muted. Now, at just after 10 o’clock in
the morning, all she could hear was the sound of
her own footsteps echoing off the marble walls as
she headed, downcast, for the escalators.  

She understood, of course, that it was quieter
because first one, then another, then clusters of
courtrooms on every floor
of the nine-story civil
courthouse had fallen
dark, just as the facility
itself showed signs of 
disrepair. It was as though
a sinister disease had worked its way into 
courthouses all over the county, slowly but steadily
extinguishing the life out of the once-bustling 
civil courtrooms.

The somber mood of the place deepened her
own disappointment as she stepped onto the 
escalator that would carry her down to the fourth
floor and then out of the courthouse through the
exit on Grand Avenue. She was actually surprised
that it was still working.

It was early August 2012, and she had just been
advised by the judge in Department 49 that her

Nightmare At 
111 North Hill Street
by Judge Conrad R. Aragon

T
trial date, scheduled to begin the following week,
had been continued on the Court’s motion.

The continuance sounded the death knell for
her client’s case in more than the figurative sense.
She had done all she could do to protect her client,
obtaining a preferential setting based upon a 
medical diagnosis predicting that her client had
only months to live. Now, her client would almost
certainly not live to see her case go to trial, and, as
an added insult, its value as a wrongful-death
action would plummet.

She replayed the scene in her head as she
trudged along. 

“Why?” she had
demanded to know.
“Why is my trial date
continued?” 

The courtroom had
fallen silent as the assembled attorneys who had
matters on that morning’s calendar awaited the
judge’s response.

Slowly, patiently, the judge, who had been asked
the same question almost every day since the last
round of drastic courtroom reductions in
December 2011, explained that the number of
assigned civil judges was down, and that as judges
retired or were assigned to other courts, the 
caseload was distributed to the remaining civil
courts. And no, the governor was not appointing
judges to fill courtroom vacancies.

continued on next page

... reductions in courthouse security 
had left their facilities vulnerable to all 
kinds of potentially violent disruptions.
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“But, this case is entitled to statutory priority,”
she had insisted.

“I know that, but you’ll remember when I
granted your preference motion that I warned of
the possibility it might be bumped. This Court’s
already engaged in an eminent domain trial,
which, like your case, is entitled to preference.
Also, there are two other priority cases waiting for
an open court ahead of your case.”  

A collective groan had gone up from the 
attorneys sitting in the audience.

“If there was an available courtroom anywhere
in the county,” the judge continued, “I’d gladly
send your case out for trial. As matters stand, you
and your client are just going to have to wait for
the next open date.”

Later that same day, the presiding judge let 
out a heartfelt sigh of despair as she read yet
another formal notice of retirement. She knew it
wasn’t just the lack of a pay increase since 
2007, or the nearly out-of-control caseloads 
that had caused a sudden spike in retirements,
though those facts certainly
made a bad situation worse.

She knew from her 
meetings with judges all
over the county that many
of her colleagues were 
convinced that past and ongoing 
reductions in courthouse security had left their
facilities vulnerable to all kinds of potentially 
violent disruptions. 

There had already been ominous signs that the
weakened security was causing problems in 
averting violent incidents in all of the remaining
46 courthouses — down from 50 because of 
closures — throughout the county.

And it wasn’t just the security situation that
troubled her and her colleagues. She knew that the
hiring freeze had resulted in a shocking attrition
of clerical staff, which in turn had brought the
flow of filings to a near halt. 

Attorneys were showing up in courtrooms all
over the county on designated hearing dates only
to be told that their filings had not yet been
processed. Attorneys would often complain that
just getting to the assigned courtroom was a 
challenge, since almost every courthouse entrance
was shuttered because there was no security officer
to police it.

The growing shortage of bench officers had
required the presiding judge to reassign almost
half of the Court’s civil court judges. In many
instances, the assignments were required under the
mandate of Penal Code section 1050(a): “Criminal
cases shall be given precedence over, and set for
trial and heard without regard to the pendency of,
any civil matters or proceedings.”

Tough decisions had to be made over what 
minimum number of bench officers would be 
sufficient to cover probate, family law, juvenile
courts, to name a few. Case backlogs in all courts
were a given and already an administrative 
nightmare. Discontent was spreading throughout
the bench and the larger legal community.

The presiding judge was old enough to 
remember her experiences as a trial lawyer before
the Trial Delay Reduction Act went into effect in
1991. She remembered trailing for trial, on a
beeper, waiting for a courtroom to open so that her
five-year old civil case could finally get before a
jury. We’re going back to the future, she said to 

herself with a frown.
But the difference between

then and now, she mused, was
that before 1990 the delay was
fixed by simply making
changes statewide to the case

management system. The problem now was far
more intractable, and involved the allocation of
diminishing state funds in a fragile economy.
There was no drop in filings in any area of law, yet
there were now fewer courtrooms, fewer judges
and fewer support staff to keep up with the 
burgeoning backlog.

She shook herself free of these dark thoughts.
She needed a clear head for the next tough call.
Just then, her secretary peeked into the presiding
judge’s chambers.

“That attorney group is waiting in the 
conference room for you.”

Great, she thought. Just what I need. A delegation
of angry civil trial attorneys, demanding to know why
their cases aren’t getting to trial.

“Tell them I’ll be right there,” she called out to
her secretary, as cheerfully as she could.

Case backlogs in all courts 
were a given and already 

an administrative nightmare.

n
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udget cuts inevitably impact our
Children’s Court and the people it
serves. In order to appreciate that
impact, it helps to understand how
our Juvenile Court is structured.  

The Juvenile Court is 
comprised of three divisions —
Delinquency Court, Dependency
Court and Informal Juvenile and
Traffic Court. Currently, we have 28
full-time delinquency courtrooms at
10 courthouses. Among those, there
are drug courts at three locations and
one delinquency mental health court.

There are more than 20,000 youth
under the jurisdiction of the Delinquency Court,
which is staffed by 13 judges, eight 
commissioners, and seven referees — That’s more
than 714 children for each bench officer.

The attorney staff of the Delinquency Court
includes district attorneys, public defenders, 
contract panel lawyers and alternate public 
defenders. County agencies interfacing with the
Delinquency Court include the Probation
Department, Department of Mental Health,
Department of Health Services, and, to a 
certain extent, the Department of Children and
Family Services.

Budget Cuts 
Hit Kids Hard
by Judge Michael Nash

B

Our Dependency Court consists of 20 
courtrooms at two locations — the Edmund D.
Edelman Children’s Court in Monterey Park and
the Alfred J. McCourtney Juvenile Justice Center
in Lancaster. 

There are more than 27,000 children under the
jurisdiction of the Dependency Court, which is
staffed by five judges, seven commissioners, and
eight referees — That works out to be 1,350 
children per bench officer. Cut one bench officer,
and the number climbs to 1,421.

The attorney staff includes representatives from
County Counsel, the Children’s Law Center and

continued on page 35
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are necessarily limited. It is inevitable that the trial
courts of one or more counties, including our
Court, will be disappointed with its SAL allocation
from time to time.  

Worse, the Legislature and governor view SAL as
not only sufficient for sustainability but also for
growth in trial court programs. They have denied
requests for new funding (e.g., for self-help and
security), expecting instead that the courts will rely
on SAL for all their needs.

In the end, the entire SAL experiment is at risk.
For the new fiscal year, the Legislature has 
proposed to rescind SAL, replacing it with the
Consumer Price Index, or CPI, which recognizes
only about half the required growth in court 
budgets that SAL accommodated.

STATEWIDE VERSUS LOCAL PRIORITIES
The greatest impact of trial court funding, of

course, is the most obvious: the budgetary discretion,
and thus the governance, of the trial courts is 
vested, by legislation, in the Judicial Council.

But the AOC does not have the sort of 
comprehensive, court-by-court, program-by-
program budgeting apparatus required to make 
a budget allocation tailored to the local needs of 
58 widely diverse courts. Nor does it possess the
experience and knowledge possessed by each 
trial court.

Thus, the AOC imposes a standardized budget
strategy, where the same priorities are encouraged
from Imperial to Los Angeles and Alameda to Amador.
No one court, it seems, conforms to the assumptions
in the mandatory cookie-cutter budget.

We seem to be moving away from local flexibility
in setting budget priorities. Yet, it is wishful thinking
to long for the “good ol’ days” when our Court had
the ear of county budget-makers with whom we
shared many of the same challenges and a 
common set of constituents.

Now the judicial branch is a tiny voice in a
cacophonous state budget process, with our 
priorities and needs often competing against those
of the body that decides the allocations. New 
solutions are required.

MOVING FORWARD
We recognize that much of this story reflects the

normal problems of governing the largest judicial

branch in the world. Thus, our judges and staff 
continue to work closely with AOC staff, the Judicial
Council, the Legislature and the governor’s office to
craft a workable system. While recognizing the 
limitations of the current system, we are carving out
new ways to achieve local flexibility.

We have created a wide range of partnerships
with governmental agencies and community-based
organizations to deliver high-quality services we 
cannot afford to deliver ourselves. 

Our staff has adopted a dizzying array of 
administrative innovations, from automated 
self-service traffic payments, to re-engineering back
office procedures. We are using our statutory 
authority to self-finance the costs of an online 
services package that greatly benefits customers. 

Finally, our leadership now participates directly in
the state budget process, talking with legislators and
executive branch staff about the needs of the trial
courts. We believe the judicial branch will be better
able to speak with one voice once the voices of the
58 trial courts are heard in Sacramento, including the
state’s largest trial court. This is our commitment.

Whatever success we and the rest of our judicial
branch partners will have with these strategies, the
new reality of state trial court funding is, for the 
foreseeable future, one of modest resources.

A strong judicial branch is built upon strong trial
courts. The Legislature’s insistence upon local 
flexibility in trial court funding reflects this fact. Our
strength is rooted in our responsiveness to the needs
of our local stakeholders. We accept state trial court
funding as budget reality, yet we are not content to
accept its limitations. We are inventing new ways to
make this reality a positive one for our Court and the
people we serve.

I would like to thank you for your support of
these efforts and for your commitment to justice 
and to the excellence of our Court. I have no doubt
that, whatever this year’s budget brings, the public
will be proud of how their Court met the challenge.
In the face of that challenge, we remain the finest
trial court in the country.

State Trial Court Fundingcontinued from page 7

n
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Our Top Priority continued from page 9

force of potentially greater deficits hit in following
fiscal years.

Fortunately, substantial additional trial court
fund balances are presently available to help
absorb current and future budget cuts. The Trial
Court Improvement Fund and the Modernization
Fund contain significant unspent sums. These
additional trial court funds are controlled centrally
by the Administrative Office of the Courts with 
oversight by the Executive and Planning
Committee of the Judicial Council. The
Improvement Fund and Modernization Fund need
to be brought into consideration and used, if 
necessary, to absorb an appropriate share of the
cuts that will otherwise fall squarely on local trial
court day-to-day operations.

Improving and modernizing our courts are 
vitally important priorities, of course. But we 
submit these priorities do not trump the higher
priority of fully preserving local day-to-day court
services everywhere in the state. This principle
holds true even if the choice leads to a modest, but
not unreasonable, rescheduling in deploying 
needed improvements and modernization.
Schedules can be adjusted without dismantling or
killing existing projects. Talented minds can put
pencils to paper and figure out how to do it.     

The fiscal challenges ahead are many and
severe. Getting our priorities straight now is the
first crucial step in successfully weathering the
gathering storm. These priorities must, we firmly
believe, begin with the goal of preserving existing
local court services and operations everywhere in
the state so as to not diminish the public’s existing
access to justice. And, no meaningful discussion of
achieving that top priority can occur without fully
and forthrightly accounting for the multi-year
nature of the crisis at hand and its potential
adverse multi-year impacts on local court services
everywhere in the state.n
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officers. Consequently, we cannot always find
available retired judges to help.

If we are lucky, we can attract fine retired
judges from outside the County. However, this
entails the additional expenses of meals, lodging
and transportation.

The Court is Taking Innovative Approaches 
to Avoid these Outcomes, But Effects are 
Being Felt Already

The court is doing what it can to avoid these
outcomes. Recently, Judges Czuleger, Lee Smalley
Edmon, Ann Jones, Elizabeth Grimes, Jane
Johnson and Rex Heeseman abandoned the stacks
on their desks in the Stanley Mosk Courthouse to
pitch in at traffic arraignment court in the
Metropolitan Courthouse to try to reduce the
growing and unacceptable backlog that has been
created there through a shortage of bench officers.
(See Judge Grimes’ article on page 16.)

The Lancaster Courthouse has been the victim
of similar shortages and growing backlogs.
According to official statistical calculations based
on workload, Lancaster has been understaffed by
five to six judges on an ongoing basis for a lengthy
period. Earlier this year, it lost three bench officers
at the same time.

The situation in Lancaster had grown so critical
by mid-summer that the judges of our Superior
Court dropped pressing matters on their own dockets
to pitch in. Judges Edmon, Jones, Heeseman, and
Richard Rico and Commissioners Robert Harrison
and Anthony Drewry have been travelling long
distances to Lancaster to handle traffic arraignments,
small claims, and civil matters, freeing up other
Lancaster bench officers to work on pressing
criminal matters which are becoming backlogged.
(Judge Edmon handled 147 traffic arraignments
on her first visit, allowing a commissioner to handle
up to 90 criminal matters in dire need of attention.)
(See Judge Edmon’s article on page 14.)

After this emergency duty concluded, Gov.
Arnold Schwartzenegger appointed two new
judges — lawyers who had won elections for open
seats but who had not been scheduled to take
office until January. Both of those judges will be
assigned to Lancaster, thus partially alleviating the
shortage there. However, the North District is still
woefully understaffed in light of population
growth there over the last 15 to 20 years.

In Van Nuys, the court had eight civil bench
officers as its normal staff. We have lost three of
these, and three in criminal as well. One courtroom
has been closed there and more may follow. The
court again is moving to mitigate the impact of
these losses. For instance, Van Nuys criminal
judges were recently given an intensive course in
traffic arraignment law to prepare them to pitch in
to alleviate backlogs.

Some lawyers are already being inconvenienced.
Van Nuys, Lancaster and other courthouses have
sent cases downtown, potentially inconveniencing
parties, witnesses and lawyers, who will have to
drive long distances.

There also has been some loss of predictability.
For instance, certain courtrooms in the Mosk
Courthouse have had as many as four different
bench officers presiding in a month-long period.
This is a problem for lawyers who would normally
use a 170.6 challenge against a particular bench
officer, but do not know how long she will be there
or who will replace her.

One can imagine that, in these courtrooms, there
is a significant challenge to the goal of consistent
judging. A judge who arrives to preside over a
complex civil law and motion matter may have to
search six volumes of the court file and read every
minute order to figure out how to rule. Consistency
is the hallmark of good case management and 
regular changes in bench officers assigned to 
particular cases endangers that consistency.

If It’s 10 am.continued from page 11
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and has been speaking to the supervising judges
and Executive Committee about the need for our
court to respond. 

His stated goal was to forestall the significant
backlogs that have plagued some other counties.
And his most important resource was a large,
diverse and experienced bench with the flexibility
and generosity necessary to get through the crisis.  

In June, Judge Czuleger translated principle
into action. A team of judges was assigned TDY
to Lancaster. 

Judges Rex Heeseman and Richard Rico (and
your authors) and commissioners Robert Harrison
and Tony Drewry drove to Lancaster and made
themselves available for civil calendars, traffic
court, unlawful detainer proceedings, small claims
trials, preliminary hearings and whatever other
tasks needed to be done in the North District.
One or two judges from this team were in
Lancaster every day for three weeks. 

Making this re-assignment possible were our
colleagues in the Stanley Mosk Courthouse.
Despite being down three judges in general civil,
our colleagues volunteered to call our calendars
and theirs so that the Lancaster TDY team could
assist elsewhere.   

For those of us on TDY in Lancaster, we had a
unique opportunity not generally available. We had
the chance to spend time with colleagues we ordinarily
don’t get to spend time with. We saw the value of
flexibility — the master judge who can move 
comfortably from a civil motion to a misdemeanor
trial. And, we developed our own skills at managing
large and diverse calendars. For instance, on one
day, after calling a civil calendar, one of us 
handled 140 traffic arraignments in the morning
and conducted 15 traffic trials in the afternoon.  

So, what is it like to be on TDY? From personal
experience, it’s much like being a new judge or
commissioner — driving to an unfamiliar 
courthouse and being welcomed warmly and
enthusiastically. And, stepping into a courtroom
and handling whatever task needs to be performed.
For sure, this is a far cry from our usual situation
— surrounded by our familiar staff, working on
our usual tasks and confident in the expertise that
we bring to our assignment.  

What we learned in our brief TDY is that a
temporary re-assignment does more than relieve
pressure on parts of the Court. It broadens and

enriches the experience base of the bench officer
who is asked to serve. It reinforces the important
lesson that we are all one Court and allows each of
us on TDY a chance to spend time with colleagues
and to visit courthouses we might not otherwise
get to know. 

The North District group has been particularly
friendly, gracious and accommodating. The Michael
D. Antonovich Antelope Valley Courthouse is a
gorgeous facility, with a state-of-the-art lockup and
beautiful courtrooms and chambers — worth the
trip if you have not seen it.  

You also get to meet new attorneys, learn an
entirely new area of the law, and brush up on your
knowledge of Los Angeles County freeways. Who
knew, for example, that when you get to Acton,
you still have a long way to go? 

Perhaps most importantly, you feel as if you’re
making a real and important contribution to the
Court. Judge White compared the situation to the
Alamo: He said that the brave and the stout did
their best while waiting for reinforcements to arrive,
and fortunately, the reinforcements have arrived.  

Now that’s rewarding.
Fortunately, Judge Czuleger has found some

permanent help for Lancaster. Judge Randy
Rhodes transferred from Metro to take one of the
civil assignments in Lancaster as of July 7. As of
the writing of this article, Judge Rhodes was 
covering the calendars of multiple courtrooms and
juggling three unlawful detainer jury trials to
avoid requiring the parties to travel to courtrooms
in downtown L.A.

So where is the next TDY? That is not clear.
Perhaps to Van Nuys, where recent retirements
have required Supervising Judge Patty Schnegg to
cover three civil calendars a day. Or, perhaps,
somewhere else. Each district is suffering from the
vacancies, some more than others, and we stand
ready to help.

The good news is that this TDY effort 
demonstrates our continued commitment to 
maintain strong and effective community courts
that serve local needs and resolve cases in the
community where they arise. And we have 
demonstrated once again that this Court is much
more than a collection of individual bench officers
— it serves the needs of the citizens of Los Angeles
County, and it is the best trial court in the state.

TDY: Lancastercontinued from page 15
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After completing the first form, I didn’t know
what to do with it until my clerk pointed to a little
metal chute from the bench to his desk. I garbled
a charge and the defendant challenged what I said.
I scrambled to find a Vehicle Code, until I heard
my clerk telling me it was that big gray book right
next to my elbow. I found the section cited in the
Complaint and read it, verbatim, to the defendant,
who immediately admitted thatwas the offense he
had committed, not what I’d said earlier.

I caught myself telling defendants who pled
guilty I was going to charge them a fee — no, that’s
not right — I was going to charge a fine — no,
no, I was going to imposea fine. At first, I reduced
the fines for multiple counts so the total did not
exceed $300 without explaining what I was doing,
thus baffling everyone. Later, I relaxed into telling
each defendant that I was reducing the fines.

For many citizens, traffic court is their only
encounter with the judicial system, and everyone
should believe they are being given a fair shake.
But it took a while for me to realize that I was
missing a public relations opportunity by reducing
the fines without explaining what I was doing.
Each defendant seemed genuinely grateful for any
reduction in the fine, even a relatively small
amount. By the end of the day, my voice was tired
from talking almost non-stop.

The regular bench officers and staff at Metro
were welcoming. On Wednesday, we were treated
to a delectable morning repast of Judge Mark
Windham’s mother’s famed egg and potato 
frittata and other delicacies. We learned that the
traffic court bench officers take turns hosting
breakfast on Wednesdays. It was a great chance for

the volunteers to swap stories and ask the 
experienced traffic court bench officers for advice.
I peppered everyone with questions, and gradually,
their reassuring responses put me more at ease.
On Thursday, Judge Czuleger treated us all to
lunch in the judges’ lounge, where the judicial 
secretary had laid a lovely table complete with
sunny floral arrangement.

Judge Czuleger said the traffic court 
experiment was such a success that he plans to
temporarily assign judges where the need arises in
other parts of our county. With 29 judicial 
vacancies as of July 31 not likely to be filled soon,
amid statewide budget woes, it seems likely judges
will be temporarily deployed around the county
where there are longer trial delays. People facing
traffic fines are not the only ones who want swift
justice. Everyone with a court case, whether civil,
criminal, family or probate, wants to put it behind
them as soon as possible. Wherever there is a
backlog that a temporarily assigned judge can
reduce, I, for one, “have robe, will travel.”

Driving Down The Backlogcontinued from page 17
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L os Angeles Dependency Lawyers, Inc. Unlike
delinquency attorneys who are county-funded,
court-appointed counsel in the Dependency Court
is a state trial court expense. 

The county agencies that serve the Dependency
Court include the Department of Mental Health
and the Department of Children and Family
Services. There are drug court protocols for 
parents in four of the 20 courtrooms, and a unique
drug court protocol for dependent youth in six of
the 20 courtrooms.

Our court has 13 informal juvenile and traffic
courtrooms at 11 court locations, all staffed by 
referees who serve as judge, prosecutor, court
reporter and clerk. Last year, those 13 courtrooms
handled more than 176,000 citations (more than
13,500 each), about one-third of which were 
traffic-related. The rest of the citations were minor
offenses. More than 40 percent of all citations
were misdemeanors.

Budget cuts impact the Juvenile Court, the 
people who work there, and the service providers
in numerous ways, all of which ultimately impact
the children and families of Los Angeles County.

Past budget cuts have limited the number of
court staff and threaten to do so again. This
impacts our ability to process every aspect of the
cases heard, often delaying justice and help for
kids who have no time to lose. These include 
children who should be returned to their parents,
children who should not be with their parents, and
everything in between.

Budget limitations have prevented more rapid
expansion of some of our successful programs,
such as drug courts and mental health courts, and
threaten to limit the ones already in existence.
Cutbacks in security, particularly after hours, have
deterred judicial officers, staff and attorneys from
staying late to catch up, thereby affecting overall
efficiency. Creative programs such as the popular
Adoption Saturday face an uncertain future in the
face of looming cuts.

In addition to the Court, the other agencies 
and entities that work in our court system are
impacted by shrinking budgets. Attorney, social
worker, and probation officer caseloads grow as
openings go unfilled and needed additions fail 
to materialize. The effect on the service to 

children and families is so great that efforts to
quantify are fruitless.

The same holds true for community providers
who offer mental health, health and other evidence-
based programs that serve our county’s at-risk
children and families in all three of our systems. 

All levels of placements — from camps to 
juvenile hall to foster placements — are potentially
affected. The result is fewer disposition options 
in both Delinquency Court and Dependency
Court, leaving an underserved and, ultimately, 
less safe community. 

While this piece has attempted to state the
impact and potential impact of budget cuts, it is
important to note that the list of specifics is much
greater. The beauty of working in the Juvenile
Court is that it has such great potential to help
many, many people, especially children, in need. It
is very difficult to watch and experience the 
limiting of that potential. One has to wonder how
far it will go and how long it will last.

Budget Cuts Hit Kids Hardcontinued from page 29
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THIS ISSUE INCLUDES SEVERAL IMAGES BY 

LOS ANGELES FREELANCE PHOTOGRAPHER 

JAMIE RECTOR. THEY WERE SHOT AS PART OF A

PROJECT CALLED “A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE

STANLEY MOSK COURTHOUSE” AND ARE USED

COURTESY OF THE ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE OF 

THE COURTS.



LIFE IN THE REDLIFE IN THE RED

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: LINES FORM AT THE METROPOLITAN
COURTHOUSE., COURTROOM CONVERSION INTO OFFICE SPACE., 

SIGNAGE INFORMING THE PUBLIC OF COURTHOUSE CLOSURES., LITIGANTS WAIT OUTSIDE COURTROOMS ON THE 
FAMILY LAW FLOOR OF THE STANLEY MOSK COURTHOUSE., NOW CLOSED, THE SOUTH GATE COURTHOUSE AND THE
ABANDONED WEAPONS SCREENING EQUIPMENT ARE ALL BUT A SHELL FROM THE PAST., THE MORNING TRAFFIC 
CALENDAR IN ANTELOPE VALLEY’S DEPARTMENT A-3, REACHES THE FLOOR.



PRESIDING JUDGE J. STEPHEN CZULEGER LISTENS
TO A TRAFFIC COURT LITIGANT. ON JUNE 19, 2008,
JUDGE CZULEGER AND FIVE FELLOW JUDGES
VOLUNTEERED TO PRESIDE FOR AN ENTIRE WEEK
AT THE METROPOLITAN COURTHOUSE.
COLLECTIVELY THEY HEARD OVER 2,250 TRAFFIC
MISDEMEANOR ARRAIGNMENTS TO EXPEDITE A
SIX MONTH BACKLOG.


