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Good afternoon, Chief Justice Gants, Supreme Judicial Court Justices, Chief Justice Kafker, 
Departmental Chief Justices, Legislative leaders, Judicial colleagues, Commissioners, Court leaders, 
President Catalano and to all my colleagues from the Bar.   
 
I am delighted to give my fourth annual address at this State of the Judiciary event sponsored by the 
Massachusetts Bar Association.  It is always a great opportunity to outline what we have accomplished 
and to share our expectations for the upcoming year.   
 
You have heard Chief Justice Gants’s thoughtful aspirations for the court.  We are indeed fortunate to 
have such a visionary leader.  Whether assuring the members of a local Mosque of their protected civil 
rights or convincing the Conference of Chief Justices to condemn Turkey’s incarceration of judges and 
lawyers who have been unlawfully deprived of their freedom, he embodies the inspired tradition of 
leadership so exemplified throughout the history of the Massachusetts judiciary.  And I am so proud to 
stand with him and our Court Administrator in leading the third branch of government in this great 
state. 
 
Today, I plan to talk about the future of the Trial Court and Harry Spence will speak about what we 
have accomplished over the almost 5 years that he has served the Commonwealth as Court 
Administrator. 
 
Before looking to the future, I would like to take this opportunity to thank Harry for his dedication and 
commitment to the Trial Court, since this is his final State of the Judiciary event.  His extraordinary 
skill in moving organizations forward has benefitted the Trial Court in many ways.  I am grateful for 
his willingness to make this joint leadership model work and I have learned a great deal from him.  He 
has great instincts and has a true belief in the human spirit.  I have used him as a thought partner and 
have greatly valued his advice and counsel.  And while I truly value our working relationship, it is our 
friendship that I value most.  His successor has big shoes to fill. 
 
We can all be proud that the Massachusetts court system is nationally known, not only for its quality 
decision making but also now, for its innovative and progressive policies in the administrative area.  
Everywhere we go, Massachusetts is recognized for its first-rate judicial system, not only for judicial 
decision making but also for administrative acumen.   
 
Deep appreciation for that goes to our judges, clerks, probation officers, court officers and others who 
work to deliver quality justice for all in our great Commonwealth.  We also thank our colleagues in the 
Legislature for their continued support, not only financially, but in so many other areas … and also to 
our criminal justice and public and mental health partners in the Executive Branch who work with us 
on many initiatives. 
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The Court system is the last haven for people who have nowhere left to turn.  Generally we see people 
at their worst, but, however they present themselves, we do, and must, deliver fair and impartial justice 
in a respectful and dignified manner.   
 
As we deliver justice over the next few years, we will focus on four umbrella themes or principles:    

• continuous improvement 
• racial and ethnic disparities 
• public trust and confidence, and  
• the user experience  

 
In line with these broad themes, I will highlight several initiatives we will emphasize this year.   
 
First, as you heard from Chief Justice Gants, we are actively involved in criminal justice reform, both 
with the Council of State Governments, and also internally and with our justice partners in the areas of 
pretrial conditions, supervision of high risk offenders and bail and sentencing.  Encompassed in our 
work in the criminal justice area, we will look at the impact of our system on disparate populations, 
whether based upon race, ethnicity or socio-economic status. 
 
In the area of continuous improvement, the Trial Court has developed Guidelines for Pretrial 
Conditions to provide consistency in the area of pretrial practice.  We are fortunate to collaborate with 
the Robina Institute to help us with the development of templates to help inform judges and Probation 
as to what conditions are appropriate for an individual, based on the offense or charge.   
 
Judicial discretion remains primary but this work is intended to provide judges with key information to 
further enhance decision making.  Placing 10 to 15 conditions – some of which are not related to the 
offense – on a probationer may have the opposite effect of what the judge intends in setting the 
conditions.   
 
We expect this work to improve outcomes for individuals on probation.  Ancillary to this, we are 
working to consider the implications of how, or if, race or ethnicity affects conditions. 
 
The Criminal Justice Task Force has been formed to address and consider the recommendations made 
by Chief Justice Dawley in a report filed this spring in response to the fatal shooting of a police officer 
in Auburn.  The examination of court records found that the decisions in the probationer’s pending 
criminal cases were made by each judge in accordance with the law and in compliance with relevant 
statutes and constitutional principles.  In addition, the probation officer met all probation standards 
regarding the assessment, frequency of contacts, verification of conditions, and corrective action to 
address compliance issues.   
 
However, despite the compliance, we as a system must be willing to be reflective of our work.  The 
Trial Court has an ongoing responsibility to consider our policies and practices, and to examine how 
we make decisions, what information is available for consideration, and how we can improve the 
administration of justice and ensure public safety.  Just decisions that promote public trust and 
confidence are informed by comprehensive information, current and historical, as well as clear 
standards and procedures. 
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In the area of Sentencing Best Practices, our courts with criminal jurisdiction are working hard to 
ensure that sentences are evidence-based and that they appropriately consider public safety, along with 
the needs of the defendant. 
 
Chief Justice Dawley chairs a committee reviewing how fines and fees are assessed in our system.  
This is a national issue and Massachusetts court leaders have rolled up our sleeves to identify and 
address concerns.  This committee has been asked to recommend any statutory, rule or policy changes 
that may be needed to ensure that fines and fees are not unduly punitive and do not disproportionately 
affect those without adequate financial means.   
 
We continue to address the tragedy of the opioid crisis and mental health crisis in the Commonwealth 
through our use of 44 Specialty Courts, including Drug, Mental Health, Veterans, and Homeless 
Courts.  We have introduced a Family Drug Court in Franklin County and a new high-conflict family 
resolution specialty court in Hampshire County.  Although in this very tough budget year, we do not 
have funding  to expand Specialty Courts, we are taking this time to shore up our existing courts to 
ensure that they are following national best practice standards and are achieving positive outcomes. 
Our first evaluation for certification was conducted in New Bedford, and the Court passed with flying 
colors. 
 
We also continue to map the points in which justice-involved individuals intersect with the criminal 
justice system through our Sequential Intersect Mapping.  Although this effort is led by the Trial Court, 
the effort was funded by the legislature as a collective effort by all of our justice partners, including 
Department of Mental Health, Department of Public Health, and Department Veterans Services, 
working together to achieve positive outcomes both for individuals and for the system.   
 
In the area of access to justice and the user experience, we continue to expand Court Service Centers 
across the Commonwealth.  As of Sept 30th our six centers had served nearly 50,000 people.  The 
majority of center visitors need help on Probate and Family matters.  However, the CSCs also serve 
other departments, working hand in hand with our law libraries to provide outstanding access, both in 
person and on line. 
 
We continue to grow our efforts to bring more lawyers into the court by expanding Limited Assistance 
Representation.  We are thankful that so many of you participate in this innovative effort.  
 
We have introduced a training program we call the Signature Counter Experience focused on 
improving the user experience.  We define users as anyone interacting with the court, including 
litigants, lawyers, law enforcement and others.  We expect to have provided this training to all clerks’ 
offices in the next year. 
 
To help us better serve those involved in domestic violence cases, all judges, clerks and staff by year 
end will complete a training program focused on the impact of domestic violence on victims; 
childhood exposure to domestic violence; and risk assessment and intimate partner violence.  In-person 
training is planned for 2017.  As outlined in the domestic violence legislation, external stakeholders 
also will benefit from the court’s training programs and efforts are underway to make them available.   
 
We are actively implementing an ambitious language access plan and continue to increase the number 
of forms that are translated into the most commonly-used languages in various parts of the state.  
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You can see that many high-impact initiatives are underway, as we look ahead to the coming months 
and years.  I do want to bring to your attention two immediate challenges.   
 
The first is that despite extraordinary effort by the Governor’s office and the Judicial Nominating 
Commission, of which we are very appreciative, the Trial Court currently has more than 50 judicial 
vacancies.  While we are fortunate to have a number of retired judges serve on a recall basis, this 
number of vacancies affects our ability to most effectively serve the needs of the Commonwealth.    
 
In addition, we face a significant shortage of Court Officers, due to budget constraints.  Despite these 
challenges, we are determined to deliver justice with dignity and speed because, that is what we do.  
Our judges and staff continually find ways to step up to challenges and respond to public needs.  
 
Of course, most of our many plans for the Court greatly depend on continued support and collaboration 
with the Bar.  I have said this before, but it warrants repeating.  As I attend conferences in other parts 
of the country, I am reminded of the unique circumstance we enjoy in Massachusetts with our 
outstanding, supportive and collaborative bar.   
 
This collaboration just doesn’t exist elsewhere and I want you to know that relationship is not 
something I ever take for granted.  Year after year, I stand here grateful for your leadership and 
partnership and excited for what lies ahead.  
 
Thank you. 
 
 


