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On Friday, September 25, 2009 I went to the San Luis Obispo Superior Court and observed three courtrooms. 


The first room I went to was Department Three, which specialized in mental health cases. I arrived at 9 am, part way through a trial. The judge was named Teresa Estrada-Mullaney, but the plaintiff and defendant were not listed on the sheet of paper outside the door, nor online. From what I gathered, the defendant was named Scott Roberts. 


The defendant, Scott Roberts, was not present and was being represented by a female lawyer named Silvia Stuart. The plaintiff lawyer’s name was never mentioned. Stuart claimed Roberts was not present due to the long drive. Roberts was living in a mental health hospital, Cottage Hospital in Santa Barbara, and was petitioning to be transferred to Crestview American River Facility near Sacramento. It was unclear what Roberts had done to be placed in Cottage Hospital to begin with. Stuart mentioned that Roberts gave up his right to a jury trial and was just asking to be transferred to Crestview where he would have community access and vocational responsibility. It sounded like Crestview was a mental health facility that provided jobs and a little more freedom than a hospital. 


At 9:10 am, Judge Estrada-Mullaney asked to speak with both counsels off the record in her chambers. When they returned, the proceedings were postponed until 2:30pm later that day. It was unclear to me why they went into chambers and postponed the trial. My most educated guess would be that the judge wanted to discuss what was best for Roberts off the record. Once this was discussed, Stuart may have needed an extension to speak with her client before continuing with the case.


The next case I observed was called BRYAN V BRYAN. Silvia Stuart was again the defendant lawyer and a new woman represented the plaintiff. The defendant’s name was Bryan Bryan and he was currently under public conservatorship. I believe this means that someone is assigned to be his official conservator and is in charge of all his affairs. In this case, Bryan was present with Stuart, and the plaintiff had Bryan’s doctor and conservator present. The plaintiff lawyer approached when the court was called to order and discussed something privately with Stuart. Stuart then asked Judge Estrada-Mullaney for a few minutes to discuss something with the client outside. The plaintiff had come up with a new idea to settle the case. 


All the people involved in the case went outside for a few minutes. When they returned, Judge Estrada-Mullaney came back from her chambers and was presented with their compromise. Bryan was to be given a trial two-month period in which he would care for his own affairs. The conservator would at this point evaluate whether or not he could be granted independence. He would have to prove to the doctor and conservator that he could care for himself. Judge Estrada-Mullaney was thrilled by this idea and granted the settlement immediately. She said to Bryan directly, “This doesn’t happened often. I think it is an excellent plan. Good luck.” She seemed very pleased that both parties were trying to help Bryan gain his independence. The court was then adjourned. 


As Stuart and Bryan were leaving the courtroom, she was reiterating that he was in charge of himself now. He could no longer call his guardian and had to be responsible for all his own finances and taking all his medication. As he was leaving the courtroom he was having a problem grasping to what degree he would be on his own. He was repeating all the questions that were just answered for him during the formal trial. Bryan was wearing strange black gloves and blue glasses. He was obviously mentally unstable, but was on medication and in therapy to assist him.


I noticed many things that stood out to me while observing these one and one half cases. First, the judge had a pink rose on her desk and seemed friendly. She appeared to have the defendant’s best interest in mind. Hearing mental health cases is probably very different than criminal cases. She obviously wanted what was best for the people in her court. Silvia Stuart also seems to specialize in defending mental health patients. She had two cases in a row and was very well versed in both. I also noticed how casual the court was when the judge left the room. The lawyers, all involved in the cases, the guard, and the clerks appeared to be gossipy and comfortable with each other. I got the impression that everyone knew each other well because it was a small department. 


The second and third courtrooms I went to were Department Six and Eight. Both were criminal calendar listings. In Department 6 the judge was named John Trice. When I walked in the first room, a feeling of fear came over me. Where the jury would normally sit, there were 10-12 men and women in court custody. The men were in bright orange jail suits and the women in red jail suits. They were all hand cuffed with chains around their torso and legs. It was intimidating to see them all sitting there looking angry and probably embarrassed. Judge Trice’s courtroom adjourned shortly after I arrived, so I moved to Department Eight, which was a similar courtroom.


In both courtrooms, there were several lawyers coming and going, and there were mounds of paper work in front of all of them. The Judge would call a name and say, “Who is handling this case?” Sometimes it would take a lawyer a minute to claim the defendant. It appeared that each lawyer had several of the defendants. It was difficult to get the names of the parties involved because there were many of them, and they were moving fast. Most cases were just being called for calendar placement, but there were also bails being set, pleas being given, sentencing, and continuums being requested. 


Three cases stuck out to me. The first was that of Mr. Morllan. The judge asked who was representing him, and a woman came forward. She asked the judge for a few minutes to speak with her client because she hadn’t yet. They moved to a room on the side of the court and were called back five minutes later when another case came up that was also the female lawyer’s. They returned to the courtroom and Mr. Morllan went to his seat but remained standing. I was taking notes on the case, he had violated his probation, when I heard the female lawyer say, “Can you please just let me handle your case for you?” She had a very hostile and defensive tone. I didn’t hear what prompted her to say it, but I must assume by Mr. Morllan’s body language and posture that he had said something out of line. He seemed displeased with his situation and with his lawyer. 


The second was that of a woman whose name I didn’t catch. Her lawyer conferred with the plaintiff lawyer and asked for an evaluation of mental health before moving forward in her case. The plaintiff lawyer agreed and the judge ruled accordingly. 


The last case that stood out was a trespassing case. The defendant was charged with three counts of trespassing misdemeanors. He pled guilty on all three and was sentenced to one year of probation. 


My observations of Department Six and Eight were similar. Both courts had multiple cases going on at once, which made the courtrooms difficult to follow. It seemed it was difficult for the lawyers and judges to keep everything straight. The defendants in those courtrooms were obviously not new to being in those seats and bright orange suits. Many charges were violations of parole. The lawyers didn’t seem to know their clients, and the judges were rushing through just trying to get things finished so they could recess. Similar to in the mental health court, they all seemed to know each other. Department Six and Eight were loud and busy the whole time. Many people were having side conversations and shuffling papers around. 


All in all, I had a very interesting morning in court. I spent about an hour and a half observing and was glad to have seen two very different styles of court. I learned that when the lawyer and judges pick a specialty there is a large overlap and they will work together often. I also learned that attorneys who defend people have many cases at once. Lastly, I learned that going to court to watch cases could become a fun hobby if you get a good case. 

