National Association of Women Judges

Remarks of Judge Vanessa Ruiz, District of Columbia Court of Appeals,  upon her installation as NAWJ President at the 27th Annual Convention, Houston, Texas, October 23, 2005:

The formation of NAWJ in1979 has been described by Judge Joan Dempsey Klein as a step taken in desperation by the few, isolated and oftentimes disrespected women judges of the  time. 

And what a good idea it was.  For it was no coincidence that the following year, in 1980, Sandra Day O’Connor was the first woman appointed to the United States Supreme Court.  Since then, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg has been on the Supreme Court for over a decade, and now, we await the confirmation hearings of the woman nominated to succeed the retiring Justice O’Connor, who has made history during her long tenure on the court as the decisive vote on many important cases.

Even more impressive, in terms of the pace of change, is that throughout the country women serve as judges at every level of the judiciary.  During this conference in Houston, we have recognized the significant number of women who are chief judges of federal circuits and federal  trial benches; state supreme courts, appellate courts and trial courts; and administrative adjudicatory bodies. And it is not a coincidence that so many of these chief judges are active NAWJ members and supporters. No, not a coincidence at all.

So, today, we no longer come together out of desperation.  Instead, we are here out of inspiration and commitment.

We are inspired, as judges, to realize the values intrinsic to our oath of office: the rule of law, fairness and access to justice;

We are committed, as women judges, to ensuring that women are full participants in the judiciary;

And we are committed, as women judges, to focusing attention on, studying comprehensively, and giving voice to the concerns and interests of women involved in and affected by the system of justice.

No, we are no longer few, isolated, disrespected.  NAWJ is a national organization of accomplished women in positions of authority.  None of us got to where she is because she was weak or timid.  The remarkable strength we enjoy must be put to good use, by being a clear voice on issues of importance to women judges.  Doing so will make our members proud to be part of NAWJ; it will tell those who are not, that they should join us.

Selection and Advancement of Women Judges
Where there are courts with few – or no – women judges in a jurisdiction, we will contact the appointing authority.  We will offer to assist, if necessary, in identifying candidates for the bench.  For all the progress that has been made, there are still certain places where the number of women judges is not reflective of the pool of women candidates suited for judicial office.  We will not let those situations go unremarked.  We will not look the other way if there is backsliding.  And we will go to work on new frontiers for women judges: the military and international tribunals.

We will keep track of women judges in the judiciary.  We will consolidate the data that exist on women in the judiciary, and we will develop a mechanism to generate the data not now being gathered.  If NAWJ is not the repository of this information, who will be?  We will post the information on our website and make it available to the public.  We will report on the status of women in the judiciary.  Given the breadth of judicial positions and changes to the composition of the bench, we know this is not an easy task.  But it must be done, and we are the ones to do it.

International Association of Women Judges
We will keep faith with our sister judges in other countries, many of whom are struggling as we struggled in the beginning.  Some are struggling not only for themselves but also to establish the rule of law in their countries.  We will continue to stand with the International Association of Women Judges. Remember: next year -- 2006 -- the IAWJ meeting is in Sydney, Australia, in May, before our 28th annual NAWJ convention in Las Vegas in October.

Women in Prison
An integral part of our mission and programs has been to pay attention to those who are too often overlooked and devalued by the justice system.  The plight of incarcerated women and the children and families who are directly affected by their incarceration has been a long-term preoccupation of NAWJ.  

We have developed a program for sentencing pregnant women offenders, and a number of our Districts have programs for the women incarcerated in their jurisdictions.  

There is much more to be done.  We know, because we see the results in cases of domestic violence and other crimes, and in our family courts:

Children traumatized when their mothers are arrested and taken away in the children’s presence;

Single mothers who lack educational opportunities and job training while in prison;

The lack of drug treatment programs and counseling for many who are victims of abuse;

The loss of contact with children and families while women are incarcerated.

These women will be returning to their families and their communities.  And we will reap what is being sowed in successive generations of lives ruined and human capital wasted, by lack of education, drug abuse and domestic violence – all leading to further incarceration.  We simply cannot afford the cost.  Women judges see this every day; we must do all we can to improve the conditions for women sentenced to prison.

Studies of Women in the Judiciary
We should encourage study on the impact of women in the judicial system, and the importance of a diverse bench to the process of adjudication, development of law, judicial independence and public respect and confidence in the judicial branch.

We have the advantage of talented and creative academicians who are NAWJ members and supporters. Let us encourage them to study these issues in depth and help them to do so.  Just as the nurses’ long term study has yielded invaluable information on women’s health, so we – the judges of NAWJ – can contribute to the knowledge base for the study of women in the judiciary.

Enhancing NAWJ Membership
We know that our core strength is our membership.  We will continue to develop programs to attract new members and retain them as active participants.  Every new woman judge in the country should receive a personalized letter of invitation to join NAWJ, followed by a call from a judge in her District — whether that new judge has just won her fist election or been confirmed by the U.S. Senate for the Supreme Court.

The State of NAWJ
Many of you have asked me how I feel about taking over as President of  NAWJ.   We all know it is a demanding responsibility – one added to full-time judicial duties.   Let me tell you that I feel great, and that I am ready.

We have a strong team of officers who work well and closely together;

We have renewed energy in our District Directors and more local and regional activities in the Districts;  

Our financial position is sound;

And we have highly competent and dedicated staff:

The indomitable Dru Ramey; the wonderfully efficient Jeff Groton; and Sonia Queralt, who always manages to do whatever needs to be done, with a smile.

An organization like ours, composed of volunteer members with demanding judicial duties, must be run professionally, with the solid support of highly competent staff who understand our mission.  We have that, and we must ensure it for the future.

NAWJ, Going Forward
During this year, I will work with the officers, board and staff to further strengthen the organizational infrastructure of NAWJ so that we can project into the future with confidence.  I will work especially closely with the President-elect, Judge Brenda Stith Loftin, to ensure the continuity of our efforts.  As a first step,  I will today propose that the board approve the following standing committees:

Ethics Committee - to advise on NAWJ activities and positions, essential to an organization of judges subject to ethical precepts

Policy Development Committee - to identify, develop and vet substantive issues on which NAWJ should take a position.  Without such an internal procedure in place, NAWJ’s voice on important issues will be lost.

New Judges Committee - to develop programs specific to new judges, including mentoring by our more established members, so that we can pass on the accumulated hands-on know-how of our members.  Knowing the law is not the same thing as becoming an effective judge.

Conference Policy Committee - to develop a manual for conference planners with NAWJ policy guidance as well as practical information, and to serve as a resource for judges who agree to host the annual conference, NAWJ’s salient yearly event. 

In addition to speaking out on issues of importance to women judges, we need to reach out to other women in positions of authority.  This year, we plan to convene a meeting of women judges from across the country with the women in Congress.  Some of our Districts have been holding meetings with their legislatures.  It is time to do so at a national level.

I am ready to go forward.  I know I can count on your ideas, your support, your wise counsel and our warm friendships over the coming year.   I promise to give NAWJ my best during that time.

Vanessa Ruiz
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