Insert date

The Honorable Lou Blessing

Chairman, House Judiciary Committee

77 South High Street, 13th Floor 
Columbus, OH   43215

Re:
House Bill 173

Dear Chairman Blessing:

The League of Women Voters of Ohio has a long history of advocacy on judicial issues.

The League sponsored a national conference on judicial impartiality in 2002 here in Columbus, and the following year worked with Chief Justice Moyer, the State Bar Association, and the John Glenn and Ray Bliss institutes on a day-long judicial summit. League representatives served on each of the working groups which sought to address key concerns raised at the summit. Currently, the League is spearheading a statewide imPACT project that includes judicial reform as one of its core education issues.

The League is pleased to see the legislature address this important issue, and we support many of HB 173’s provisions, which we believe will result in a more independent and impartial judiciary. Specifically:

· The League supports language that would codify a judicial appointment advisory committee that recommends names to the governor for filling judicial vacancies. One of our state board members sits on the committee created by Governor Strickland, and we appreciate the sponsor’s willingness to reconcile differences between the two committees, which are designed to serve the same purpose.

· The League supports proposed increases in judicial compensation as a means of attracting well-qualified candidates to the judiciary.

· The League supports enhancing qualifications for judges by increasing the number of years that candidates must practice law prior to becoming a judge. While the League does not believe that years of practice alone qualify one for a judgeship, we do believe that candidates must meet minimum eligibility requirements that suggest a breadth of experience and a depth of knowledge. Further, the League supports establishment of a judicial candidate qualification program to ensure that candidates are well grounded in specific topics relevant to serving as a judge. Indeed, we would like to see this section strengthened. As written, the bill includes a number of exemptions and would permit the Supreme Court to allow the current CLE courses offered to attorneys to be applied to the educational qualifications for judges, without consideration of their relevancy to performance of the duties of a judge.

The League takes no position on the other provisions of the proposed legislation.

While the League is pleased that these measures are being considered, we must also point out that the bill does not include other comprehensive provisions that would further increase judicial impartiality. Missing from the bill, for example, are campaign finance reforms for judicial races and pre-election voter-education programs. 

We commend the bill’s sponsor and this Committee for taking the first steps toward judicial reform, and we urge you to continue exploring ways to make our judiciary – and the public’s perception of it – even more impartial.

Sincerely,

Linda D. Lalley

President
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