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ORGANIZATION, JURISDICTION AND POWERS

The Commission on Judicial Conduct was established on June l, 1979, by the Supreme Court
of Hawai‘i under Rule 26 of its Rules of Court. In 1984, Rule 26 was renumbered to Rule 8.  The
establishment of the Commission was mandated by Article VI, Section 5 of the Hawai‘i State
Constitution, as amended in 1978. The Rules of Court set forth the Commission’s basic operational
procedures and powers.

The disciplining of judges previously had been vested in the Governor’s Office, with
constitutional provision for only removal or retirement of a judge. The 1978 amendment transferred
this power to the Supreme Court and broadened the scope of disciplinary actions which could be
imposed.

The Commission consists of seven members appointed for staggered three-year terms. The
Rules require that three members shall be attorneys licensed to practice in the State of Hawai‘i,
and that four members shall be citizens who are not active or retired judges or lawyers. Members
of the Commission serve without compensation and, jointly with any Special Counsel appointment,
have absolute immunity from litigation as a result of any or all conduct in their official duties.

The Commission has jurisdiction over all judges and per diem judges of the State of Hawai‘i.
Excluding arbitrators, the Commission also has jurisdiction over court appointed officers performing
judicial functions.

In April, 1993, the Supreme Court amended Rule 8.2(a) which now empowers the Commission
to issue advisory opinions to aid judges in the interpretation of the Code of Judicial Conduct. These
opinions are admissible in disciplinary action against the judge involved.

COMPLAINT PROCEDURE

Any person may file a complaint relating to the conduct of a judge. Upon receipt of a complaint,
the Commission shall determine whether sufficient cause exists to proceed with an investigation.
Judicial misconduct involves any violation of the Code of Judicial Conduct. Disability involves
the physical or mental inability to perform judicial duties and functions. Judicial misconduct does
not include making erroneous findings of fact, reaching an erroneous legal conclusion, or erroneously
applying the law.

Even though the Commission may find no further proceedings are necessary, it may recommend
that the Supreme Court: issue a private reprimand, admonish the judge that his or her conduct may
be cause for discipline, direct professional counseling or assistance to the judge, or impose conditions
on the judge’s conduct.
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FORMAL PROCEEDINGS

If a formal hearing is held and the Commissioners conclude that the charge has been proven
by clear and irrefutable evidence, the Commission shall submit a report of its findings to the Supreme
Court and may recommend any of the following sanctions: removal from office, retirement,
imposition of limitations or conditions on the performance of judicial duties including suspension
with or without pay, private reprimand, public censure, suspension from the practice of law, or
disbarment, or any combination of the above sanctions.

CONFIDENTIALITY

All proceedings involving allegations of misconduct or disability are confidential unless the
Supreme Court enters an order for the imposition of public discipline or the judge requests that
the matter be made public. There is a provision allowing the Commission to make public statements
to clarify a complaint if the subject matter in a case becomes public knowledge through an
independent source or through a waiver of confidentiality by the judge.

COMMISSION OPERATIONS

A person who wishes to file a complaint is asked to submit the complaint in writing to the
Commission setting forth all pertinent facts and describing the judge’s alleged misconduct or
disability as specifically as possible. Dates, names of witnesses and exact circumstances surrounding
the matter should be provided in detail.

At its monthly meetings the Commission reviews all complaints and conducts an initial
evaluation to determine whether there is sufficient cause to proceed further. If the members find
the complaint to be frivolous, unfounded or outside the Commission’s jurisdiction or appealable,
the complaint is dismissed and the complainant is informed that the matter has been dismissed.
Depending on the complexity of each complaint, final disposition of a complaint may take several
months.

Complaints filed anonymously with vague or unclear allegations or without sufficient
information for the Commission to proceed are usually dismissed.

If a complaint is determined to merit further investigation, the Commission on occasion,
forwards a copy of the complaint to the judge involved requesting a written response. The
Commission may also request further information from the complainant to clarify allegations made.
Both complainant and the judge are informed of the Commission’s decision when no misconduct
is determined to exist. In cases where the Commission determined that sufficient evidence exists
to support allegations of misconduct, a disciplinary recommendation is made to the Supreme Court.
The complainant is then informed that “appropriate action has been taken,” and the Supreme Court
is responsible for disciplinary action against the judge. There are provisions for a special counsel
to conduct formal hearings if further proceedings are indicated by the seriousness of the alleged
violation.

The filing of a complaint with the Commission is not a substitute for appeal nor will it change
a judge’s decision. The Commission has the authority to only make recommendations of discipline
to the Supreme Court when that is determined to be appropriate.
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ADVISORY OPINIONS

Any judge, the administrative director of the courts, or the Commission may request an advisory
opinion to aid in the interpretation of the Code of Judicial Conduct. The advisory “…shall be a
complete defense to any complaint under these rules that the judge complained against acted in
accordance with and in reliance on an advisory opinion issued to the judge that certain specified
conduct by the judge would not constitute a violation of the Code of Judicial Conduct.”  Rule 8.15(c)
Judicial Discipline, Rules of the Supreme Court.

An advisory opinion request may be either an informal discussion, an informal opinion or a
formal opinion. The informal discussion, while not an opinion issued by the Commission, encourages
discussion of the issues and conduct contemplated by the judge and how is relates to the Code of
Judicial Conduct. The informal opinion is a confidential written response to the judge unless
permission is granted to publish the opinion or the Commission chooses to disclose it. The formal
opinion is usually of sufficient general interest that it is published and disseminated to all judges
and available to the public.

BUDGET AND STAFF

The Commission’s fiscal allocation is included in the budget of the Judiciary Administration.
Funds allocated to the Commission are used for one non-legal administrative assistant, office supplies,
equipment, printing, travel expenses, hiring of special counsel, contracts and subscription to the Center
for Judicial Ethics of the American Judicature Society.

Administrative functions for the Commission are handled by the chair and administrative
assistant. The administrative assistant is the only full time position for the Commission. The assistant
manages the Commission office, processes incoming telephone and public inquiries and complaints,
conducts preliminary investigation and research on complaints and advisory opinions as requested
by the members, coordinates meetings of the Commission and other official Commission activities.



CENTER FOR JUDICIAL ETHICS

The Hawai‘i Commission on Judicial Conduct maintains membership in the Center for Judicial
Ethics, a national clearinghouse for information on judicial conduct and ethics of the American
Judicature Society. All of the other states including the District of Columbia have judicial conduct
organizations and are also members of this organization. Established in 1977, the Center has been
a vital and supportive body for the Hawai‘i Commission providing information on judicial discipline,
research assistance, and technical expertise on drafting of the formal advisory opinions. The Hawai‘i
Commission has been a subscribing member of the Center since 1979. With all the other conduct
organizations submitting their information to a central location, their resources and informational
base has been very helpful. The Center also provides all conduct organizations with published
materials on judicial discipline, an index of judicial discipline cases, advisory opinions, other state
and federal codes of conduct, newspaper and journal articles of interest and concern. A national
judicial conduct and ethics conference is held every two years for members of judicial conduct
organizations and judges to discuss topics pertaining to judicial conduct and to participate in
workshops geared towards general issues of interest. The Center is a service provided by the
American Judicature Society with offices in Des Moines, Iowa and Chicago, Illinois.
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TABLES



TABLE 2
DISPOSITION OF COMPLAINTS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Number of complaints 22 19
dismissed

Complaint dismissed; 3 0
letter of caution to judge

TABLE 1
COMPLAINTS AND INQUIRIES

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Number of inquiries 66 44

Number of complaints 33 25

Number of complaints 8 6
pending at end of fiscal year

10



11

TABLE 3
SUBSTANCE OF COMPLAINTS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Abuse of Power 5 3

Administrative Inefficiency; 2 3
Delay

Conflict of Interest 4 3

Ex Parte Communication 4 7

Outcome of the Case 23 19

Personal Conduct 0 1

Political Conduct 0 0

Prejudice/Bias 18 7

Prestige of Office 0 0

Temperament/Demeanor 5 4

Other 0 0

(Statistics include more than one category for some complaints).



12

(Statistics include multiple judges per complaint).

TABLE 5
COMPLAINTS BY JUDICIAL POSITION

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Per Diem District/Family 8 3

District Court 16 7

Family Court 10 8

Circuit Court 8 8

Appellate 2 0

Other (court appointed officer 0 0
performing judicial functions)

TABLE 4
SOURCES OF COMPLAINTS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Litigants 28 21

Judges 0 0

Attorneys 4 4

Judiciary personnel 1 0

Conduct Commission 0 0

Others 0 0
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TABLE 6
SUMMARY BY CATEGORIES OF COMPLAINTS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Criminal 1 2

Civil 10 8

Domestic Relations 13 10

Juvenile 0 0

Small Claims 3 2

Traffic 3 3

Other 3 0
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1st CIRCUIT

TABLE 7
BREAKDOWN OF COMPLAINTS BY CIRCUITS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08*
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

 Circuit 4 7

 Family 7 7

 District 9 6

Appellate 1 0

Other 0 0

 Circuit 2 0

 Family 1 0

 District 1 1

Appellate 0 0

Other 0 0

 Circuit 1 1

 Family 3 2

 District 3 2

Appellate 0 0

Other 0 0

 Circuit 0 0

 Family 1 0

 District 0 0

Appellate 0 0

Other 0 0

*Some complaints include more than one court within a circuit.

2nd CIRCUIT

3rd CIRCUIT

5th CIRCUIT



TABLE 8
BREAKDOWN OF CATEGORIES OF COMPLAINTS BY CIRCUITS

CATEGORIES FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
OF COMPLAINTS (7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

1st CIRCUIT Civil 7 7

Criminal 1 1

Domestic Relations 7 7

Small Claims 3 2

Traffic 2 3

Other 1 0

2nd CIRCUIT Civil 3 1

Criminal 0 0

Domestic Relations 1 0

Small Claims 0 0

Traffic 0 0

Other 0 0

15
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TABLE 8 (continued)
BREAKDOWN OF CATEGORIES OF COMPLAINTS BY CIRCUITS

CATEGORIES FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
OF COMPLAINTS (7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

3rd CIRCUIT Civil 0 0

Criminal 0 1

Domestic Relations 4 3

Small Claims 0 0

Traffic 1 0

Other 2 0

5th CIRCUIT Civil 0 0

Criminal 0 0

Domestic Relations 1 0

Small Claims 0 0

Traffic 0 0

Other 0 0

TABLE 9
ADVISORY OPINIONS

FISCAL YR 06-07 FISCAL YR 07-08
(7/1/06-6/30/07) (7/1/07-6/30/08)

Informal Discussion 29 92

Informal Advisory 0 1

Formal Advisory 0 0

Pending 1 1
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DISQUALIFICATION ISSUES
WHEN A JUDGE

IS RELATED TO A LAWYER

BY CYNTHIA GRAY

Key Issues in
Judicial Ethics
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This paper is adapted from An Ethics Guide for Judges and Their Families, developed under grant #SJI-
99-N-006 from the State Justice Institute. Points of view expressed herein do not necessarily represent
the official positions or policies of the American Judicature Society or the State Justice Institute.

American Judicature Society
Allan D. Sobel
Executive Vice President and Director

Cynthia Gray
Director, Center for Judicial Ethics
Box 190, 3304 N. Broadway
Chicago, IL 60657
(773) 248-6005
FAX (773) 248-6015

Other papers available in the Key Issues in Judicial Ethics series:
• Recommendations by Judges (8/00)
• Ethical Issues for New Judges (7/03)
• Political Activity by Members of a Judge’s Family (5/01)
• Organizations that Practice Invidious Discrimination (7/99)
• A Judge’s Attendance at Social Events, Bar Association Functions, Civic and Charitable Functions,

and Political Gatherings (8/98)
• Real Estate Investments by Judges (1/01)
• Ethics and Judges’ Evolving Roles Off the Bench: Serving on Governmental Commissions (2/02)
• Commenting on Pending Cases (6/01)

To order, call toll-free (888) 287-2513 or visit www.ajs.org.

Copyright 2001, American Judicature Society
Up-dated 5/01
Order #848

American Judicature Society
The Opperman Center at Drake University
2700 University Ave.
Des Moines, IA 50311
(515) 271-2281
Fax (515) 279-3090
www.ajs.org

The Center for Judicial Ethics has links on its web site (www.ajs.org/ethics/) to judicial ethics advisory
committee web sites.
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INTRODUCTION

A judge who is neutral and appears to be neutral
is a necessary element of justice and an essential pre-
requisite for public confidence in the decisions
issued by the judiciary.  Therefore, Canon 3E of the
American Bar Association Model Code of Judicial
Conduct creates a general requirement for disqualifi-
cation whenever a judge’s “impartiality might rea-
sonably be questioned.”  All states (and the federal
government) have adopted similar disqualification
rules in their codes of judicial conduct, statutes, or
procedural rules. 

The code lists examples of circumstances in
which a judge’s impartiality might reasonably be
questioned, and in some of the specific rules, a
family member’s involvement or interest as an
attorney is the basis for the judge’s disqualification.
Thus, under Canon 3E(1)(d)(iii), disqualification
is required if the judge knows that the judge’s
spouse, parent, or child wherever residing or any
member of the judge’s family residing in the
judge’s household is acting as a lawyer in the pro-
ceeding.  Furthermore, even if the judge’s attor-
ney-relative is not acting as an attorney in the case,
the judge is disqualified if the attorney-relative has
a more than de minimus interest that could be
substantially affected by the proceeding (Canon
3E(1)(d)(v)).

This paper will discuss the situations in which
a judge may be required to be disqualified because
a member of the judge’s family is an attorney with
some relationship to the case, the parties, or the
attorneys.  The paper will cover the rule requiring
disqualification in cases in which a family mem-
ber is acting as attorney, considering possible
exceptions such as appearances in uncontested
matters and emergencies.  The paper will examine
whether disqualification is required when a fami-
ly member is not appearing in a case but is a part-
ner or associate in a law firm in the case, is of-
counsel to the law firm, or shares office space with
an attorney appearing in the case.  The possibility
of disqualification if a family member’s clients are
parties in a case will also be considered.  The
paper discusses whether a judge is disqualified if a
family member is a prosecutor, public defender, or
an attorney for legal aid and other members of

that office appear before the judge.  Finally, the
paper discusses the repercussions of a judge’s fam-
ily members appearing before the judge’s col-
leagues and of a judge’s family member also being
a judge.

Disqualification Issues: When a Judge is Related to a Lawyer
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WHEN A FAMILY MEMBER
IS AN ATTORNEY IN A CASE

The model code provides that a judge is disqual-
ified from a case if “the judge’s spouse, or a person
within the third degree of relationship to either of
them, or the spouse of such a person . . . is acting as
a lawyer in the proceeding.” Thus, under the model
code, a judge may not preside in a case in which one
of the attorneys is the judge’s mother, father, moth-
er-in-law, father-in-law, brother, brother-in-law, sis-
ter, sister-in-law, son, son-in-law, daughter, daugh-
ter-in-law, uncle, aunt, spouse’s uncle, spouse’s aunt,
nephew, niece, spouse’s nephew, spouse’s niece,
grandmother, grandfather, spouse’s grandmother,
spouse’s grandfather, great grandfather, great grand-
mother, spouse’s great grandfather, spouse’s great
grandmother, or the spouse of any of those relatives.
The disqualification also applies if the lawyer is
engaged to a member of the judge’s family within the
specified degree. Alabama Advisory Opinion 93-486;
West Virginia Advisory Opinion (January 20, 1995).

That rule applies to federal judges and most
state judges, although in some states, disqualifi-
cation extends to attorneys related to a judge or
the judge’s spouse within the fourth degree,
which includes first cousins and others.

The disqualification applies:

• regardless whether the relative’s fee was fixed
or contingent (Alabama Advisory Opinion 91-
423),

• if the judge’s relative has contributed toward
the preparation of the case even though the
relative is making no formal appearance
(Tennessee Advisory Opinion 95-4),

• if the judge knows that a relative has given
legal advice related to the matters in contro-
versy (Alabama Advisory Opinion 99-726), or

• if the relative appeared in the original pro-
ceeding even though different attorneys are
now appearing before the judge on a matter
related to the original proceeding (Alabama
Advisory Opinion 95-549; Alabama Advisory
Opinion 91-415).

Absent additional factors, a judge is not disqual-

ified from a case when one of the attorneys is related
to the judge outside the third degree of relationship.
Indiana Advisory Opinion 3-90. For example, in
states where the disqualifying relationship is the
third degree, a judge is not disqualified when the
judge’s cousin is acting as a lawyer unless they have a
near-sibling relationship or close familial tie such
that the judge’s impartiality might reasonably be
questioned. Florida Advisory Opinion 97-13;
Kentucky Advisory Opinion JE-48 (1984).

Disqualification caused by the appearance of a
relative as an attorney in a case may be waived or
remitted by the parties following disclosure of the
relationship. However, the Alabama judicial ethics
committee “strongly discouraged” a judge from
obtaining a waiver when the judge’s son represents a
party (Alabama Advisory Opinion 94-513), and the
South Carolina advisory committee advised a judge
to be cautious about using waivers in non-adversari-
al matters in which the judge’s child appears (South
Carolina Advisory Opinion 1-1995).

Possible exceptions

Uncontested matters

Several advisory opinions state that a judge is
disqualified if a relative appears as an attorney even
if the matter is uncontested. Alabama Advisory
Opinion 94-512; South Carolina Advisory Opinion 3-
1995. Other opinions, however, appear to create an
exception for routine or uncontested matters. For
example, the Kansas advisory committee stated a
judge may conduct a docket call in which the judge
assigns cases to other judges and hears some prelim-
inary matters before a case is assigned even if the
judge’s child or a member of the child’s firm is of
counsel in cases on the docket. Kansas Advisory
Opinion JE-42. The South Dakota judicial ethics
committee stated that a judge in a rural area may
sign uncontested orders or judgements in probate
matters presented by the judge’s uncle; however, the
committee advised that, if the orders or judgement
are ever challenged (for example, if a motion to set
aside a default judgement is filed), the judge would
have to disqualify. South Dakota Advisory Opinion
90-1. The West Virginia advisory committee stated
that a judge may charge a grand jury and conduct a

American Judicature Society



25

general indoctrination of an entire jury panel in a
proceeding in which the judge’s child was represent-
ing a criminal defendant. West Virginia Advisory
Opinion (December 15, 1995). The Nebraska judi-
cial ethics committee stated that in cases in which a
judge’s brother-in-law appears as counsel, the judge
may preside over routine matters such as the receipt
and notation of a plea of not guilty and the schedul-
ing of a case for trial unless there is a possibility of
deferential treatment by the judge (for example, if a
trial date is scheduled by the judge and not accord-
ing to a pre-arranged established method). Nebraska
Advisory Opinion 89-5. 

Judge-shopping

Another possible exception to the requirement
of disqualification arises if, after a judge has made
decisions in a case, a dissatisfied party retains the
judge’s relative in an apparent strategy to force the
judge to get off the case. Under those circumstances,
disqualification is not required (Alabama Advisory
Opinion 95-548; Alabama Advisory Opinion 95-586)
or the judge may refuse to allow the attorney-relative
to appear in the case (Louisiana Advisory Opinion
110 (1993)).

Emergencies

Emergency circumstances may create an excep-
tion to the disqualification rule for cases involving
attorney-relatives. The Alabama judicial ethics com-
mittee advised that a judge may preside in a case in
which a party is represented by the brother of the
adoptive father of the judge’s spouse if immediate
action is necessary to protect life or property or to
preserve the status quo and no other judge is avail-
able. Alabama Advisory Opinion 95-542. However,
the committee cautioned that the judge should turn
the case over to another judge once the need for
immediate action no longer exists.

WHEN A RELATIVE IS AN
ATTORNEY IN A LAW FIRM
APPEARING IN A CASE

When a relative is an attorney in a local law
firm, a judge may be faced with the question
whether to hear cases in which attorneys in the law
firm other than the relative appear. The code in
most states does not expressly require disqualifica-
tion under those circumstances, and commentary
to Canon 3E(1)(d) states the “fact that a lawyer in
a proceeding is affiliated with a law firm with
which a relative of the judge is affiliated does not of
itself disqualify the judge.” However, the code
notes that under “appropriate circumstances,” a rel-
ative’s affiliation may require disqualification if
additional factors suggest “the judge’s impartiality
might reasonably be questioned” or the relative is
known by the judge to have an interest in the law
firm that could be “substantially affected by the
outcome of the proceeding.”

In deciding whether to disqualify, a judge should
consider: 

• whether the judge’s relative is a partner, share-
holder, associate, or of counsel in the firm,

• the size of the firm,

• whether the fee the firm will receive is based
on an hourly fee or is contingent on the client
winning the case,

• the nature of the case, in particular, its finan-
cial impact on the relative’s law firm,

• prominence of the judge’s relative’s name in
the firm name,

• the size of the court,

• the size of the community, and

• the frequency of the firm’s appearance in the
judge’s court.

Illinois Advisory Opinion 98-12; Illinois Advisory
Opinion 94-18; Tennessee Advisory Opinion 95-4;
Washington Advisory Opinion 88-12. The Illinois
judicial ethics committee explained:
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Obviously, if the relative is a partner in a two-
person law firm, and the case could generate sub-
stantial attorneys’ fees, the relative’s interest is
more than de minimus. On the other hand, if
the relative is a beginning associate in a 200-per-
son law firm, and the case involves a fee of only
a few thousand dollars, the relative’s interest is de
minimus. In most cases, the facts will fall some-
where between these extremes, and the judge will
be required to make a reasoned assessment of the
extent of the relative’s interest.

Illinois Advisory Opinion 94-18. The Tennessee advi-
sory committee stated “A judge does not commit any
ethical impropriety by recusing himself/herself in all
cases which involve a law firm in which the judge’s
relative practices as a partner or associate.” Tennessee
Advisory Opinion 95-4.

Some state codes have provisions specifically
addressing disqualification when a family member’s
firm appears before the judge.  The Alaska code
states that a judge is disqualified if the judge knows
that the judge’s spouse, parent, or child wherever
residing, or any other member of the judge’s family
residing in the judge’s household “is employed by or
is a partner in . . . a law firm involved in the pro-
ceeding.”  Similarly, the New Jersey code includes as
a grounds of disqualification the fact that a judge’s
spouse, a person within the third degree of relation-
ship to either the judge or the judge’s spouse, or the
spouse of such a person “is in the employ of or asso-
ciated in the practice of law with, a lawyer in the
proceeding.”  Commentary to the New Jersey code
emphasizes,  “The fact that a lawyer in a proceeding
is affiliated with a law firm with which a lawyer-rel-
ative of the judge is affiliated of itself disqualifies the
judge.”  For appellate justices, the California code
provides disqualification is required if “the justice or
his or her spouse, or a person within the third degree
of relationship to either of them, or the spouse there-
of . . . is associated in the private practice of law with
a lawyer in the proceeding.”  

When the lawyer-relative is a partner
If a relative of a judge within the third degree is

a partner with another lawyer or a partner in a law
firm, many courts and advisory committees have
adopted a per se rule that automatically prohibits the

judge from presiding over cases in which one of the
judge’s partners or an associate of the firm represents
one of the parties. In Regional Sales Agency v.
Reichert, 830 P.2d 252 (Utah 1992), the Utah
Supreme Court addressed whether a judge must dis-
qualify when a law firm appearing before the judge
employed the judge’s father-in-law and brother-in-
law as partners, even though another attorney with
the firm had exclusive responsibility for the case. The
court noted that disqualification would be required
if the firm’s fee was contingent on the outcome of
the case and if the relative’s compensation, through
profit sharing or other mechanisms, might ultimate-
ly be affected by the outcome. To avoid a detailed
examination of the billing and compensation prac-
tices of the relative’s firm in every case, the court
adopted a “bright-line proscription:” a relative of the
requisite degree of relationship has an interest that
might be sufficiently affected by the outcome of a
case to require disqualification in every situation in
which the judge’s relative is a partner or otherwise an
equity participant in a firm that represents a party to
the case. Other jurisdictions have also adopted that
“bright-line” rule. See Flamm, Judicial
Disqualification: Recusal and Disqualification of
Judges, § 8.5.5 (Little Brown 1996); Florida Advisory
Opinion 84-24; Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89;
Nebraska Advisory Opinion 96-4; Nebraska Advisory
Opinion 98-5 (the judge is disqualified even if the
partners do not share profits or any equity interest);
New Mexico Advisory Opinion 89-7; New York
Advisory Opinion 87-3; U.S. Advisory Opinion 58
(1998).

Opinions in other jurisdictions, however, have
stated that the mere fact that a judge’s relative is a
partner in a law firm does not require automatic dis-
qualification from cases in which the law firm
appears, although ethics committees advise the judge
to disclose the relationship and consider whether
additional factors require disqualification. See, e.g.,
Alabama Advisory Opinion 93-500; Michigan
Advisory Opinion J-4 (1991); Tennessee Advisory
Opinion 95-4; Texas Advisory Opinion 29 (1978);
Washington Advisory Opinion 88-12; Washington
Advisory Opinion 91-6. The Alabama advisory com-
mittee stated, first, the judge should disclose the
existence of the relationship to the parties and their
attorneys. Second, the judge must determine on a
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case-by-case basis whether there are any other factors
that would cause the judge’s impartiality to be rea-
sonably questioned, including:

• Whether the lawyer-relative would receive a
commission, contingency, or bonus from the
case or all of the firm’s cases for a period.

• Whether the relative would receive a salary
increase when the firm reaches a certain dollar
amount in a given time period.

• The degree of kinship between the judge and
the relative.

• The number of cases the firm has before the
judge.

• Any other connections, dealings, or relation-
ships to other members of the firm.

Third, the judge should determine whether the
lawyer-relative has an interest in the law firm that
could be substantially affected by the outcome of the
proceedings.

Noting that the judge’s disclosure of the relation-
ship gives the parties and their attorneys an opportu-
nity to supply additional information, the committee
stated that the judge need not initiate an investigation
into additional factors that may require disqualifica-
tion, although the judge is required to make a reason-
able effort to be informed about the financial interests
of the judge’s spouse.

“Of-counsel” relationship
Whether a judge is disqualified from cases

involving a law firm with which a relative has an “of
counsel” relationship depends on the nature of the
relationship. Disqualification is not required if:

• the relative only receives a fixed salary and
fixed deferred compensation regardless of the
firm’s profits (Utah Informal Advisory Opinion
92-3), and

• the relative has only a retainer interest in
“occasional, discrete, separate cases” (New
York Advisory Opinion 95-35).

Disqualification is required if:

• a significant portion of the relative’s salary or

deferred compensation is dependent on the
firm’s profits (Utah Informal Advisory Opinion
92-3), or

• there is a continuing counsel relationship “evi-
denced, for example, by a shared letterhead
and other indicia” (New York Advisory Opinion
95-35).

When the lawyer-relative is an 
associate in a law firm

The states are split on whether, if a judge’s rela-
tive is an associate in a law firm and, therefore,
receives a fixed salary, the judge may preside over a
case in which another attorney from the law firm
appears.

• In some jurisdictions, absent additional fac-
tors, a judge may preside over proceedings in
which a law firm representing one of the par-
ties employs a relative as an associate. Alabama
Advisory Opinion 97-665; Illinois Advisory
Opinion 96-18; Michigan Advisory Opinion J-
4 (1991); New Mexico Advisory Opinion 87-2;
New York Advisory Opinion 88-21; New York
Advisory Opinion 94-1; South Carolina
Advisory Opinion 4-1980; Wisconsin Advisory
Opinion 00-1; U.S. Advisory Opinion 58 (reis-
sued 1999).

• Some jurisdictions advise judges to disqualify
when a relative is an associate in a law firm
appearing in a case unless the parties waive the
disqualification. Florida Advisory Opinion 84-
24; Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89; Nebraska
Advisory Opinion 89-3; New Mexico Advisory
Opinion 86-10; Utah Advisory Opinion 97-2.

The committees that require disqualification
note that “a firm’s ability to offer raises or pay
Christmas or year-end associates bonuses, or, ulti-
mately, to make payroll is directly related to its
financial success.” Utah Advisory Opinion 97-2.
According to the Utah committee, adopting a
bright-line rule for associates eliminates the necessi-
ty of expensive, time-consuming, awkward inquiries
into an associate’s compensation package, the inter-
nal financial arrangements of a law firm, and
whether the relative has worked in the case.
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When the lawyer-relative is a summer
associate in a law firm

When a judge has a relative who is a law student
and is working as a summer associate or clerk for a
law firm, the states are split on whether the judge
may preside over a case in which an attorney from
the law firm appears. In some states, a judge is dis-
qualified in cases involving a law firm with which
the judge’s relative is a summer associate/law stu-
dent. New York Advisory Opinions 90-127; New York
91-125; Utah Advisory Opinion 97-2.

In other states, the judge is not automatically
disqualified when a firm employs a relative as a sum-
mer associate absent additional factors. Alabama
Advisory Opinion 92-444; Tennessee Advisory Opinion
95-4; West Virginia Advisory Opinion (August 15,
1995). In those states, the factors the judge should
consider are:

• the extent of the relative’s participation in the
proceeding,

• whether the relative will assist the attorney at
hearings or in the courtroom,

• whether the relative’s name appears on any of
the motions or pleadings,

• whether the relative has discussed the merits
of the case with the judge, and

• the significance of the relative’s contribution
to the preparation or outcome of the proceed-
ing.

Alabama Advisory Opinion 92-444.

• A judge may preside in a case in which a law
clerk who is related to the judge attends a dep-
osition to observe and discusses the substantive
merits of the deposition with the attorney
appearing before the judge, but the judge is dis-
qualified if the relative prepared the questions
for the deposition and actually assisted the
attorney (Alabama Advisory Opinion 92-444).

• A judge whose child is employed by a law firm
as a student law clerk should disqualify from
those cases in which the child has contributed
but not in other cases involving the law firm
(Tennessee Advisory Opinion 95-4).

• A judge may preside in cases in which one of
the firms employs the judge’s child as a sum-
mer clerk, but should disclose information
about the length of time the clerk has worked
with the firm, the capacity in which the clerk
works for the firm, and whether the clerk
worked on the case (West Virginia Advisory
Opinion (August 15, 1995)).

An attorney with whom a relative 
shares office space

If a judge’s relative shares office space, expenses,
and even a secretary with another attorney, but their
practices are separate and they are not partners or
members of a professional association, the judge is
not disqualified from a proceeding involving the
unrelated attorney. Arkansas Advisory Opinion 95-2;
Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89; Kansas Advisory
Opinion JE-55; Nebraska Advisory Opinion 89-5;
Tennessee Advisory Opinion 89-12. Disqualification is
not required as long as:

• the attorneys do not share liabilities, profits,
responsibilities, letterheads, and telephone
listings (Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89);

• the only connection between the attorneys is
that their offices are physically connected
(Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89);

• their relationship does not in any way invite a
reasonable conclusion of a deeper nexus
(Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89); and

• the relative has no interest in the outcome of
cases handled by the other attorney or in fees
earned by the other attorneys (Kansas Advisory
Opinion JE-55).

When a relative practices law 
with a part-time prosecutor or 
public defender

If a judge’s relative is not employed as a prosecu-
tor or public defender but is associated in the prac-
tice of law with a part-time prosecutor or public
defender, the judge is disqualified from cases involv-
ing the partner or associate but not from cases
involving other prosecutors or public defenders.
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• A judge whose brother is a member of a law
firm in which the senior member is an
appointed part-time assistant district attorney
is disqualified in cases in which the member
of the judge’s brother’s law firm actually par-
ticipated in the trial or the preparation of the
case but not in cases in which other assistant
district attorneys appear (Alabama Advisory
Opinion 81-101).

• A judge whose sibling is a partner in a law
firm in which an assistant district attorney is
an associate may preside in cases involving the
assistant district attorney (Louisiana Opinion
171 (2000)).

• A judge is disqualified from cases in which the
assistant public defender is engaged in the
practice of law with the judge’s spouse
(Florida Advisory Opinion 87-11).

• A judge whose sibling is a partner in a law
firm in which an assistant district attorney is
an associate may preside in cases involving the
assistant district attorney (Louisiana Advisory
Opinion 171 (2000)).

• A judge should disqualify from cases in which
the judge’s lawyer-brother’s partners or associ-
ates appear as part-time public defenders
(New York Advisory Opinion 87-3).

• But see New York Advisory Opinion 93-8 (in
cases involving the county attorney’s office, a
judge need not disclose that the judge’s spouse
is employed part-time as an assistant county
attorney and is a law partner of the county
attorney). 

WHEN A RELATIVE’S 
CLIENT APPEARS BEFORE
THE JUDGE

Where a party before the judge is, in other, unre-
lated matters, a client of the judge’s relative or the
relative’s law firm, the judge is not usually disquali-
fied. Kentucky Advisory Opinion JE-82 (spouse); New
Mexico Advisory Opinion 87-7 (daughter); West
Virginia Advisory Opinion (September 2, 1994)
(daughter); U.S. Compendium of Selected Opinions, 
§ 3.2-1(e) (2001) (spouse). However, disqualifica-
tion may be required when a client of the judge’s
spouse appears in an unrelated case and:

• the spouse regularly represents the party (U.S.
Compendium of Selected Opinions § 3.2-2(d-2)
(1999)), or

• the fees from the party to the spouse con-
tribute substantially to the family income
(Kentucky Advisory Opinion JE-82).

Moreover, a judge is disqualified if the parent corpo-
ration of a corporate party in a case employs the
judge’s brother-in-law as an in-house attorney.
Alabama Advisory Opinion 97-662. 
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WHEN A RELATIVE
WORKS AS A 
GOVERNMENT ATTORNEY

If a judge’s relative is an attorney for a govern-
ment agency, the judge is disqualified from any case
in which the relative appears. However, with some
exceptions described below, a judge may preside in a
proceeding involving other attorneys who are
employed by the same government agency as the
judge’s relative. Government agencies include the
offices of prosecuting attorneys at the local, county,
and state levels, and the public defender. The same
principles have also been held to apply to attorneys
in legal aid offices.

Attorneys employed by government agencies are
not assumed to be associated with one another in the
same fashion as attorneys in the private sector
because the clientele, compensation, and prestige of
government attorneys are not greatly affected by the
success or failure of other attorneys in the agency.
Nebraska Advisory Opinion 92-1. The basis for allow-
ing judges to sit on cases involving other attorneys
from a government office in which the judge’s relative
is employed was explained by the D.C. advisory com-
mittee in response to a request from a superior court
judge whose spouse was an assistant United States
attorney in an office that prosecuted cases in the
judge’s court. D.C. Advisory Committee 6 (1995).
Examining whether the spouse had a more than de
minimus interest that could be substantially affected
by the outcome of criminal cases tried by the judge,
the committee first pointed out that “the spouse, as a
salaried governmental official, has no financial interest
that would be substantially affected by the outcome of
such proceedings.” 

Second, although noting that “[a]s a member of
the collective body of Assistants, it may enhance [the
spouse’s] pride and sense of group accomplishment to
know that particular cases have been ‘won,’” the com-
mittee concluded “this interest is surely de minimus
and, moreover, should not be substantially affected by
the verdicts in trials (individual or collective) con-
ducted before this single Superior Court judge.”
Applying an appearance of impropriety standard, the
committee stated that the possibility that “the judge
and his spouse discuss together the day-to-day work-

ings of the U.S. Attorney’s Office . . . is too frail a con-
sideration on which to compel recusal.” The commit-
tee relied on the good judgement of the spouse and
the judge not to share confidences on individual cases
that would require the judge’s disqualification.

A relative is an attorney employed in
the prosecutor’s office

Under this rule, a judge’s relative’s employment as
an attorney in the prosecutor’s office does not disqual-
ify the judge from criminal proceedings in which other
attorneys from the same office appear, although most
of the advisory opinions recommend that the judge
disclose the relationship. Thus, with several exceptions
discussed below, a judge is not disqualified from cases
prosecuted by a city attorney, county attorney, corpo-
ration counsel, attorney general, or district attorney by
the employment in that office of the judge’s relative as
an assistant or deputy attorney in that office. Alabama
Advisory Opinion 87-305; Alabama Advisory Opinions
80-89 and 80-90; Alabama Advisory Opinion 86-277;
Alabama Advisory Opinion 83-171; Arizona Advisory
Opinion 00-1; Arkansas Advisory Opinion 92-6; D.C.
Advisory Opinion 6 (1995); Florida Advisory Opinion
77-12; Georgia Advisory Opinion 182 (1993); Indiana
Advisory Opinion 1-89; Kentucky Advisory Opinion JE-
8; Maine Advisory Opinion 93-3; New Mexico Advisory
Opinion 87-6; New York Joint Advisory Opinions 88-
101, 88-102; New York Advisory Opinion 89-127; New
York Advisory Opinion 90-5; New York Advisory
Opinion 90-91; New York Advisory Opinion 93-116;
New York Advisory Opinion 96-42; New York Advisory
Opinion 97-39; New York Advisory Opinion 97-130;
Oregon Advisory Opinion 89-3; South Carolina Advisory
Opinion 11-1999; Utah Informal Advisory Opinion 94-
6; Washington Advisory Opinion 94-5; U.S.
Compendium of Selected Opinions, § 3.2-1(a-1) (2001).
See also Arizona Advisory Opinion 00-1 (a judge whose
son regularly appears as a prosecutor in the judge’s
jurisdiction may serve as the presiding judge of the
criminal division where the responsibilities of presid-
ing judge are administrative and involve no superviso-
ry authority over other judges or responsibility for the
assignment or processing of cases).

Neither is disqualification necessary in cases
involving a prosecuting attorney if a judge’s family
member is a private attorney who has a contract with
a prosecuting attorney to handle certain types of
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cases. Georgia Advisory Opinion 182 (1993);
Washington Advisory Opinion 89-2.

Public defender
Moreover, a judge may preside over proceedings

in which the defendant is represented by an attorney
who is employed by the same public defender’s office
as the judge’s relative. Arizona Advisory Opinion 85-
1; Florida Advisory Opinion 76-12; Florida Advisory
Opinion 77-12; Florida Advisory Opinion 91-17;
New Mexico Advisory Opinion 91-1; Nebraska
Advisory Opinion 92-1; New York Advisory Opinion
97-130; South Carolina Advisory Opinion 2-1991;
Washington Advisory Opinion 95-10.

Legal aid
Similarly, a judge may preside over proceedings in

which attorneys appear who are employed in the same
legal office as the judge’s relative. Florida Advisory
Opinion 97-25; Georgia Advisory Opinion 72 (1985);
Nebraska Advisory Opinion 89-9 (a judge whose law
school daughter is working for a legal aid agency may
preside when attorneys from that agency appear
before the judge); New York Advisory Opinion 97-82.

Exceptions
There are three exceptions to the general rule.

Under these exceptions, if a judge’s relative is a pros-
ecutor or public defender, the judge may not preside
in cases in which other attorneys in the same gov-
ernment agency appear if:

• the relative participated in some way in the
case before the judge,

• the relative is involved in a related case, or

• the relative serves in a supervisory capacity at
the government agency. 

The relative participated in the case

A judge may not preside over a case in which a
relative participated in any manner at any point in
the proceedings even if the relative is not appearing
before the judge or currently involved in any other
way in the case. 

• A judge is disqualified from a child support
proceeding in which his wife, an assistant dis-
trict attorney, had previously represented the
state (Alabama Advisory Opinion 91-414).

• An appellate judge whose son is employed by
the public defender’s office is disqualified from
those appeals in which the son participated in
the trial (Florida Advisory Opinion 76-12).

• An appellate court judge is disqualified from
an appeal and any post conviction proceed-
ings in a case that originated with a grand jury
indictment handed down following a presen-
tation before the grand jury by the judge’s
child, an assistant district attorney, even if the
judge’s child had not participated in the actu-
al trial of the defendant (Louisiana Advisory
Opinion 149 (1998)).

• A judge cannot hear retrials of cases originally
tried by the judge’s father, a senior attorney in
the district attorney’s office, even if another
attorney is re-trying the case (Massachusetts
Advisory Opinion 92-1).

• A judge should disqualify from cases on which
the judge’s law school daughter conducted
research for a legal aid agency (Nebraska
Advisory Opinion 89-9).

• A judge whose spouse serves as a district attor-
ney must disqualify from a case if the spouse
screened the case (in other words, decided
whether to send the case to a superior criminal
court) or took statements from witnesses (New
York Advisory Opinion 93-116).

• A family law master whose spouse is a prose-
cutor or assistant prosecutor should hold a
hearing to determine if the spouse had any
involvement in the case and what efforts were
made to insulate the spouse from the case, file,
witnesses, etc. (West Virgina Advisory Opinion
(February 16, 2002)).

The relative is involved in a related case

A judge may not preside in a case that is related
to a case in which a family member is involved as an
attorney.
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• A judge whose spouse is an assistant United
States Attorney is disqualified if the spouse,
although having no involvement in the case,
took part in a related prosecution (D.C.
Advisory Opinion 6 (1995)).

• A judge whose child is a public defender repre-
senting a defendant before another judge is dis-
qualified from hearing the companion case of
another defendant charged with the same crime
(South Carolina Advisory Opinion 2-1991).

The relative has supervisory authority

If a judge’s relative has substantial supervisory or
policy responsibilities in a government office, the
judge is disqualified from cases involving that office
even if the relative does not actually make an appear-
ance, absent disclosure and waiver.

• A judge whose spouse is district program
administrator of the department of health and
rehabilitative services and responsible for all
aspects of child support enforcement, includ-
ing approval of monies paid to the court
under a federal program and compensation of
contract attorneys, may not preside in any
case over which the spouse has supervisory
authority (Florida Advisory Opinion 90-23).

• A judge should not take an assignment in the
dependency side of the juvenile court if the
judge’s spouse is employed as the managing
attorney for dependency by the department of
health and rehabilitative services, and several
attorneys that appear in the dependency court
fall under the spouse’s chain of command,
even though the spouse’s duties are almost
completely administrative (Florida Advisory
Opinion 93-51).

• A judge whose spouse is a legal advisor to the
general counsel for a state program depart-
ment and participates in policy decisions
should disqualify from cases involving the
department (Kentucky Advisory Opinion JE-80
(1991)).

• A judge whose spouse is the sibling of a dis-
trict attorney is disqualified from criminal
cases prosecuted by the district attorney’s
office even though the district attorney does

not personally prosecute all criminal cases
because the cases are prosecuted under the dis-
trict attorney’s ultimate direction and control
and it may be assumed the district attorney is
personally involved in prosecutorial decisions
in most if not all of the cases (Maine Advisory
Opinion 93-3).

• A judge is disqualified from all cases in which
the judge’s parent, as senior attorney in the
district attorney’s office, had any involvement
or responsibility (Massachusetts Advisory
Opinion 92-1).

• A judge whose spouse serves as chief trial
attorney for the county prosecutor is disqual-
ified whenever the prosecutor’s office appears
before the judge (Michigan Advisory Opinion
JI-101 (1995)).

• A justice of the appellate division should
recuse from appeals in tort cases brought
against a municipality that originate in a
county where the judge’s spouse serves as
deputy chief of the corporation counsel’s
tort division (New York Advisory Opinion
98-29).

• A judge whose wife is the elected prosecuting
attorney is disqualified from handling all crimi-
nal cases, even those handled solely by one of the
assistant prosecuting attorneys (West Virginia
Advisory Opinion (February 25, 1994)).

• A judge whose child is the elected prosecuting
attorney is disqualified from all proceedings
involving cases represented by any assistant
prosecuting attorney (West Virginia Advisory
Opinion (March 10, 2000)).

The Arizona advisory committee stated that a
judge who is married to a supervising deputy coun-
ty attorney is not required to disqualify from crimi-
nal cases in which attorneys from the spouse’s section
appear if the spouse’s role is limited to scheduling
attorneys. Arizona Advisory Opinion 95-19. The
committee stated that the risk that the judge may
obtain personal knowledge of the facts of a case from
the spouse was limited and did not require automat-
ic disqualification, noting “the judge and her spouse
can reasonably be expected to avoid discussion of
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cases in the spouse’s trial group [that] may be
assigned to the judge.”

However, the committee advised that the judge
is required to disqualify from criminal cases in which
attorneys from the spouse’s section appear:

• if the spouse is required to evaluate the attor-
neys in their performance before the judge,

• if the spouse’s position or compensation in the
prosecutor’s office depends on the perform-
ance of those he or she supervises in their
appearances before the judge, 

• if the spouse reviews the judge’s minute entry
orders for errors, or

• if the spouse advises and consults with those
he or she supervises regarding trial technique
and strategy, evidentiary questions, sentenc-
ing, and similar matters not of an administra-
tive nature.

The committee advised the judge either to commu-
nicate to the attorneys supervised by the judge’s
spouse that it is important that they inform the
judge every time the judge’s spouse has been con-
sulted in a case, or to disclose the spousal relation-
ship in each case and make a specific inquiry.

The Massachusetts advisory committee stated
that a judge is disqualified from any case in which
the state is represented by the district attorney’s
office in which the judge’s spouse serves as the first
assistant district attorney even if the assistant district
attorneys appearing in the judge’s court operate
independently from the judge’s spouse. Massachusetts
Advisory Opinion 96-3. The committee explained:

[T]he functional division may be less important
than the perception of litigants and the general
public concerning [the] spouse’s responsibilities
as First Assistant District Attorney for the opera-
tions of, and interest in the success of the office.
The First Assistant District Attorney is under-
standably perceived by litigants and by the com-
munity to have responsibility, second only to the
district attorney, for all the work of the office.

The committee also stated that “the universality of
the problem, and the strong public interest in the
appearance of strict impartiality in criminal cases”
made waiver of the disqualification inappropriate.

RELATIVES APPEARING
BEFORE OTHER JUDGES

A judge’s spouse, child, or other close relative
may appear as a lawyer before another judge of the
same court, but the presiding judge should notify all
the parties of the attorney’s relationship with the
judge’s colleague. Delaware Advisory Opinion 1992-
2; Indiana Advisory Opinion 1-89; Indiana Advisory
Opinion 4-93; New York Advisory Opinion 88-68;
New York Advisory Opinion 89-100; New York
Advisory Opinion 89-105; Oregon Advisory Opinion
84-1; Washington Advisory Opinion 84-3; Washington
Advisory Opinion 91-18; U.S. Compendium of
Selected Opinions, § 3.6-8(c) (2001).

That rule applies even in a two-judge district.
Kansas Advisory Opinion JE-9I; New York Advisory
Opinion 92-23.
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ANOTHER JUDGE 
IN THE FAMILY

If a judge sits on a court that reviews the deci-
sions of another court and a relative of the judge sits
on the other court, the judge is disqualified from
hearing any appeal in which the relative rendered the
decision. The Alabama advisory committee noted
that a judge’s “reputation is an interest which could
be substantially affected by the decisions on appeal
in matters which he heard.” Alabama Advisory
Opinion 91-421. However, the reviewing judge is
not disqualified from reviewing cases decided by the
relative’s colleagues on the bench.

• A judge was disqualified from appeals of cases
in which the judge’s father, a municipal court
judge, sat as trier of fact (Alabama Advisory
Opinion 91-421).

• A circuit judge whose spouse is a municipal
judge may hear any appeal from the munici-
pal court, as long as the judge’s spouse did not
participate in any aspect of the proceeding
below (Alabama Advisory Opinion 97-632).

• A circuit court judge whose spouse is a district
court judge or friend of court referee should
not review decisions of his or her spouse, but
the other judges on the court may review the
spouse’s decisions (Michigan Advisory Opinion
JI-31 (1990)). 

• But see West Virginia Advisory Opinion
(November 5, 1990) (a judge whose spouse is
a family law master for the county may hear
uncontested divorces where there is a settle-
ment agreement between the parties and no
children are involved).

The Ohio code adds a disqualification require-
ment where: “The judge or the judge’s spouse, or a
person within the third degree of relationship to
either of them, or the spouse of such a person . . .
[h]as acted as a judge in the proceeding. . . .”

SUMMARY

The model code of judicial conduct provides
that a judge is disqualified from a case if “the judge’s
spouse, or a person within the third degree of rela-
tionship to either of them, or the spouse of such a
person . . . is acting as a lawyer in the proceeding.”
Relatives within the third degree are the judge’s
mother, father, mother-in-law, father-in-law, broth-
er, brother-in-law, sister, sister-in-law, son, son-in-
law, daughter, daughter-in-law, uncle, aunt, spouse’s
uncle, spouse’s aunt, nephew, niece, spouse’s
nephew, spouse’s niece, grandmother, grandfather,
spouse’s grandmother, spouse’s grandfather, great
grandfather, great grandmother, spouse’s great
grandfather, or spouse’s great grandmother.  That
rule applies to federal judges and most state judges,
although in some states, disqualification extends to
attorneys related to a judge or the judge’s spouse
within the fourth degree, which includes first
cousins.

The disqualification applies regardless whether
the relative’s fee is fixed or contingent.  Moreover,
even if the relative makes no formal appearance in
the case, disqualification is required if the relative
has contributed toward the preparation of the case,
if the judge knows that a relative has given legal
advice related to the matters in controversy, or if the
relative appeared in a related proceeding.

Disqualification caused by the appearance of a
relative as an attorney in a case may be waived or
remitted by the parties following disclosure of the
disqualifying relationship.  However, such a waiv-
er is discouraged, particularly in non-adversarial
matters.

Several advisory opinions state that a judge is
disqualified if a relative appears as an attorney even
if the matter is uncontested, but other opinions
appear to create an exception for routine or uncon-
tested matters.  Another possible exception to the
requirement of disqualification arises if, after a judge
has made decisions in a case, a dissatisfied party
retains the judge’s relative in an apparent strategy to
force the judge to get off the case.  Finally, a judge
may be able to preside in a case in which a party is
represented by a relative if immediate action is nec-
essary to protect life or property or to preserve the
status quo and no other judge is available, but the



judge should turn the case over to another judge
once the emergency no longer exists.

A judge is not disqualified from a case when one
of the attorneys is related to the judge outside the
third degree of relationship unless they have a near-
sibling relationship or close familial tie such that the
judge’s impartiality might reasonably be questioned.  

One of the questions that is frequently raised
for a judge if a family member is an attorney in a
local law firm is whether the judge may hear cases
in which the law firm’s attorneys other than the rel-
ative appear. In some states, if a relative of a judge
within the third degree is a partner, associate, or
summer associate with a lawyer or law firm, the
judge is automatically prohibited, absent waiver,
from presiding over cases in which one of the attor-
neys is affiliated with the family member.  In other
states, the mere fact that a judge’s relative is affiliat-
ed with a lawyer or law firm does not require auto-
matic disqualification from cases in which the
lawyer or law firm appears. 

In states where there is no rule automatically
requiring disqualification, a judge should consider: 

• whether the judge’s relative is a partner, share-
holder, associate, or of counsel in the firm.

• the size of the firm.

• whether the fee the firm will receive in the
case is based on an hourly rate or is contingent
on the client winning the case.

• the nature of the case, in particular, its finan-
cial impact on the relative’s law firm.

• prominence of the judge’s relative’s name in
the firm name.

• the size of the court.

• the size of the community.

• the frequency of the firm’s appearance in the
judge’s court.

The smaller the firm, the smaller the court and com-
munity, the more often a firm appears before the
judge, the more likely the judge will be disqualified
when a family member’s firm appears, particularly in
contingent fee cases and particularly if the family
member is a partner.

Where parties before the judge are, in other,
unrelated matters, clients of the judge’s spouse or the
spouse’s law firm, the judge is not usually disquali-
fied.  However, disqualification may be required if
the family member regularly represents the party and
the fees from the party to the spouse contribute sub-
stantially to the family income.

If a judge’s relative is an attorney for a gov-
ernment agency, the judge is disqualified from any
case in which the relative appears.  However, with
some exceptions, a judge’s relative’s employment as
an attorney in the prosecutor’s office does not dis-
qualify the judge from criminal proceedings in
which other attorneys from the same office appear,
although most of the advisory opinions recommend
that the judge disclose the relationship.  Similarly, a
judge may preside over proceedings in which the
defendant is represented by an attorney who is
employed by the same public defender’s office as the
judge’s relative.  The same principles have also been
held to apply to attorneys in legal aid offices.  Under
the exceptions to the general rule, if a judge’s relative
is a prosecutor or defense attorney, the judge may
not preside if the relative participated in some way in
the case before the judge; the relative is involved in a
related case; or the relative serves in a supervisory
capacity at the government agency.  

A judge’s spouse, child, or other close relative
may appear as a lawyer before another judge of the
same court, but the presiding judge should notify all
the parties of the attorney’s relationship with the
judge’s colleague.  If a judge sits on a court that
reviews the decisions of another court and a relative
of the judge sits on the other court, the judge is dis-
qualified from hearing any case in which the relative
rendered the decision.  However, the reviewing
judge is not disqualified from hearing cases decided
by the relative’s colleagues on the bench.
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