The following remarks were given by Hon. Brenda Stith Loftin during the NAWJ 28th Annual Conference in Las Vegas, Nevada, October 2006. 

A VOICE, A VISION, A WAY 


In March 1968, Rabbi Abraham Heschel introduced Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to a group of Jewish leaders and remarked that Dr. King represented “a voice, a vision and a way.” 


The same may be said of Justice Joan Dempsey Klein and Justice Vaino Spencer, founders of the National Association of Women Judges. On October 25, 1979, under the leadership of Justices Klein and Spencer, approximately 166 women judges, representing 28 states, came together to form the National Association of Women Judges. Today, the NAWJ “voice” speaks for over 1,100 judges in the 50 states and the U.S. commonwealths and territories. Our members — judges of all races, cultures, and religions — preside in federal, state, municipal, military, administrative law and tribal courts. And, just like Justices Klein and Spencer, we are more than “pretty faces.” We are courageous, intellectual, talented, hardworking, and yes, we are powerful. After all, we do have our own branch of government. I am proud to be a voice in the NAWJ chorus of women judges, including, among others, Justice Klein, Justice Spencer, Retired Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 

Our co-founders had a “vision” for NAWJ — and what a vision it was! NAWJ would provide strong, committed judicial leadership to address issues of gender fairness and equality in American courts. NAWJ would promote equal access to justice for the most vulnerable of our population. Finally, NAWJ would foster professional and personal relationships among women judges so that each judge could attain her full potential, on and off the bench. Each president of NAWJ has executed policies and programs reflecting the vision of our founders. As Judge Ruiz passes the baton to me, I, too, promise to promote the ideals of our visionary founders. 

In 1979, our founders presented a “way.” Unlike Dr. King, there were no sit-ins or boycotts. Although the way, or the strategy, may have been different, both groups shared a common denominator — a profound passion for equality. This passion was seen in the early days of NAWJ in its hard work on gender bias issues. In 1980, the National Judicial Education Program and NAWJ partnered to investigate bias against women judges, lawyers, litigants and court personnel. By 1985, NAWJ had created the National Gender Bias Task Force. To date, thanks to the NJEP and our NGBTF, there are 42 states with gender task forces and many federal circuit task forces fighting bias against women in our justice system. Clearly, we have seen changes in the last 27 years, and NAWJ should be proud of its many accomplishments. However, our work is not complete; there is a great deal more to do. After 27 years, it is time to re-evaluate “the voice, the vision and the way.” 


To that end, I have asked, and received approval from, NAWJ’s Board of Directors to begin a formal strategic planning process for our Association. During December, a strategic planning committee will meet in St. Louis, Missouri, to chart a future course for NAWJ. Shelley Stump, a lawyer and educator specializing in strategic planning and management, will assist us in this process. Shelly’s talents are many and her credentials are impressive, having helped numerous courts and legal organizations with similar processes. However, our success hinges on each member’s active participation in the planning process. A strategic planning member questionnaire is posted on the NAWJ Web site. Please take the time to complete the questionnaire upon your return home. 

One of our tasks in the long-range planning process will be to identify issues and trends in judicial education. NAWJ is, and always has been, committed to providing innovative and cutting-edge educational programs for our members. This year, we renew our commitment to judicial education by developing a new series of programs for NAWJ districts, judicial educators and courts around the      country. NAWJ is fortunate to be guided in this process by Linda Evans, Director of the Missouri Department of Judicial Education. Linda, a nationally recognized judicial educator, has agreed to volunteer her time and talents to this important endeavor. Linda, NAWJ thanks you and looks forward to working with you in the coming year. 

NAWJ will be very active during 2007: We will expand our voice, our vision and our way. “The NAWJ Way” this year, in addition to those items I have already discussed, will include: 


Continuing to speak out, strong and courageously, on issues consistent with our mission statement;


Continuing with the important work of our Women in Prison Project;


Continuing to increase our membership;


Hosting the Second Congressional Caucus on Women's Issues;


Sponsoring two new NAWJ Regional Conferences — one in the west/southwest and one in the south;


Determining the sites for the NAWJ Annual Conference for 2007, 2008 and 2009;


Working anew with the talented and supportive members of the NAWJ Resource Board.


I am looking forward to a very productive year. Thank all of you again for giving me this great opportunity to serve as President of NAWJ. Let me close by saying that I may not be Allstate, but, “you are in good hands” with me. 


Thank you and God Bless America.

Judge Loftin sits on the St. Louis County Circuit Court in St. Louis, Missouri.

