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The Judicial Accountability Table (JAT) is a coalitional effort comprised of Philadelphia 

community organizations working to bring more fairness to our courts. We’ve written this 

questionnaire to be values-driven and focused on the issues most relevant to the people of 

Philadelphia, and we’ve made our questions compliant with the Code of the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania1. We ask that you use no more than 250 words to respond to each question.  

                                                
1 Specifically, the following section of 207 Pa. Code § 4.1, Political and Campaign Activities of Magisterial District Judges and 
Judicial Candidates in General: 
The making of a pledge, promise, or commitment is not dependent upon, or limited to, the use of any specific words or phrases; 
instead, the totality of the statement must be examined to determine whether the candidate for judicial office has specifically 
undertaken to reach a particular result. Pledges, promises, or commitments must be contrasted with statements or 
announcements of personal views on legal, political, or other issues, which are not prohibited. When making such statements, a 
magisterial district judge should acknowledge the overarching judicial obligation to apply and uphold the law, without regard to 
his or her personal views. 
 
As well as the following section of 207 Pa. Code § 4.2, Political and Campaign Activities of Judicial Candidates in Public Elections: 
 
A judge who is a candidate for elective judicial office shall not make any statement that would reasonably be expected to affect 
the outcome or impair the fairness of a matter pending or impending in any court.  
 



 

Thank you for taking the time to complete our questionnaire, and we look forward to your 

response. The organizations of the JAT include: 

Reclaim Philadelphia 
Project SAFE 
Philadelphia DSA -- LILAC 
215 People's Alliance 
Philadelphia Community Bail Fund 
Youth Art and Self-Empowerment Project 
Amistad Law Project 
Coalition to Abolish Death By Incarceration (CADBI) 
The Center for Carceral Communities 
ICE out of Courts 
 
Questions 
 

1. What are your top three priorities as an elected judge? 

My top three priorities as an elected judge would be:  (1) ensure that everyone 
appearing before me is treated with dignity and respect; (2) to improve the diagnosis 
and treatment of mental health in the criminal justice system; (3) to ensure that indigent 
defendants in the criminal justice system receive quality legal representation. 
 
My practice focuses primarily on the representation of indigent defendants in homicide 
cases at the trial and appellate/PCRA levels.  Through that experience, I have seen first-
hand the current system’s inability to adequately diagnose and treat mental health 
issues. Many of my homicide clients have had multiple contacts with the system but 
nobody discovered that they have severe mental illness until they’ve killed somebody.  As 
a jurist, I would insist on more intensive psychiatric evaluations of defendants convicted 
of lower-level offenses, especially gun offenders.  I believe in doing this the Courts could 
save the lives of potential victims and defendants.   
 
 Similarly, as the Philadelphia Bar Association’s representative on the First Judicial 
District Counsel Fee Working Group, I have fought to ensure that the City honors its 
obligation to provide adequate representation to the indigent, and I will continue to do 
so if elected to the bench. 

  



2. Do you feel that implicit bias plays a role in our courts? If so, how do you think it should 

be addressed? 

I think each person brings their own set of biases to the table, even though in many 
cases they may not be aware of them.  The way I will address this as a jurist is by always 
keeping in mind that people from other walks of life have experiences vastly different 
and far less privileged than mine and may have experienced indignities that are 
completely foreign to me.  For that reason, it’s very important that a judge keep an open 
mind and be willing to listen and consider other perspectives before making a decision. 
   

3. What is the role of bail in criminal proceedings? Do you believe the bail system in 

Philadelphia is fair? 

I believe that bail should never be punitive, and its only role should be to ensure a 
defendant’s appearance in court in the least intrusive way possible.  For that reason, the 
concept of cash bail, which allows a wealthy defendant to remain out of custody while a 
similarly situated poor defendant remains in custody for months awaiting trial, is 
fundamentally unfair. 
 

4. What do you believe is the purpose of incarceration, both pre-trial and post-trial? 

I believe pretrial incarceration should be used sparingly and its only purpose should be to 
ensure the appearance of defendants whose appearance can’t be secured through any 
other less intrusive means.   
 
In contrast, the purpose of post-trial incarceration should be to reach a just result that 
makes the victim whole again, while at time same time giving the defendant the tools 
needed to break the cycle of poverty, that so frequently fuels crime, and become a law-
abiding citizen.   
 

5. One in three Philadelphians has a criminal record. In your opinion, how can judges 

support successful community re-entry?  

I think that judges can support re-entry by ensuring that any mental health issue a 
defendant may have is addressed and also by ensuring that incarceration or court 
supervision includes the obtaining of jobs skills that will better enable a defendant to 
find gainful employment.  
  
I have seen judges write letters on behalf of defendants who have successfully completed 
supervision urging a prospective employer to give the defendant a chance.  I would 



follow a similar practice if elected to the bench. 
 
 

6. When, if ever, do you think it’s appropriate for a judge to reject an agreement between 

the District Attorney and the defense? 

In my experience no one knows a case as well as the lawyers for each of the respective 
parties.  For that reason, a judge should generally defer to the judgment of the District 
Attorney and defense counsel as to whether a negotiated agreement is a fair and just 
resolution of the case and should reject an agreement only in the rarest of circumstances 
to prevent an egregious miscarriage of justice. 
 
 

7. According to a study from Columbia University’s Justice Lab, about 44,000 adults in 

Philadelphia are on probation or parole, which is a much higher figure than many other 

large cities. Pennsylvania is also one of the leading states in long probation tails, 

sentencing many people to probation for ten years or more after a jail sentence. What 

do you see as the long-term effects of this? 

Lengthy probation tails, which continue supervision long after a person has 
demonstrated the ability to live a law-abiding life, have a number of adverse effects.  
First, probation restrictions create a bureaucratic nightmare anytime the person wishes 
to leave the jurisdiction.  This can affect the ability to see or care for relatives and more 
importantly can adversely affect the person’s ability to pursue job opportunities in 
another jurisdiction.  In addition, a lengthy term of probation results in the citizen being 
in constant fear of spending months in jail on a detainer for minor infractions, such as a 
DUI or drug possession, thereby undoing what may be years of progress toward a law-
abiding life. 
 
If the court is going to impose lengthy probationary sentences, it must be willing to 
entertain petitions for early termination of probation for those defendants who, after a 
few years, have demonstrated that they are now law-abiding citizens.   
 
  

8. When, if ever, is it appropriate to incarcerate someone for technical violations of 

probation when they haven’t committed a new crime? What factors would you consider 

here? 



As a judge I would limit incarceration for technical violations to those instances in which 
defendants convicted of violent crimes or gun offenses repeatedly refuse programs 
designed to ensure they do not engage in violent behavior.  Even for those cases, I would 
use incarceration only as a last resort.  
 
I would not incarcerate defendants for technical violations beyond their control such as 
an inability to find employment or to pay fines and costs.  Incarceration under those 
circumstances is criminalizing poverty and is unconscionable.  
 

9. Probation detainers make up over 50% of the city’s jail population, and individuals are 

often held without signed judicial warrants. What do you think of this? 

The widespread use of probation detainers is particularly unfair, since in my experience, 
the vast majority of detainers are lodged after defendants are arrested for relatively 
minor offenses, such as DUI’s, simple possession of drugs or prostitution (this is also the 
case for state parole detainers).  This can result in a defendant sitting in jail for months 
for an offense that would normally carry little or no jail time, thereby completely 
upending whatever progress a defendant has made toward a law-abiding life.  
 
This problem is compounded by the fact that the Probation Department makes no effort 
to examine the merits of a defendant’s new case before lodging a detainer.  For 
example, I recently tried a case in which a client was alleged to have threatened two 
people with a gun but had no gun on him when he was arrested at the scene.  As the 
trial progressed, it became abundantly clear that the charges were bogus, and the case 
ended with a not guilty verdict.  However, at that point, my client had spent several 
months in custody on a detainer.  That could have been avoided had the Probation 
Department examined the merits of the case before lodging the detainer.     
  

10. Philadelphia is at the center of the opioid crisis. In order to prevent more deaths, 

advocates have worked on harm reduction initiatives including needle exchange 

programs, Narcan distribution, and overdose prevention sites.  What can judges do to 

help expand and protect programs to combat the opioid crisis and continue to reduce 

harm?  

I think any initiative which treats the opioid crisis as a public health crisis, and which 
attempts to save lives should be lauded.  I think the courts can help expand these 
programs by directing that community services hours to be spent there.  More 



importantly, judges can protect these initiatives by upholding the provisions of the 
Controlled Substances Act that grant immunity to state and local officials who engage in 
drug crimes while in performance of their duties enforcing local laws.   
 
 

11. According to the National Coalition for Child Protection Reform (NCCPR), Philadelphia 

now leads the country in removing children and placing them in foster care. What do 

you see as the long-term effects of this? What can judges do about this? 

Philadelphia’s frequent use of foster care is disturbing since children who enter foster-
care often do so at a young age during the most crucial stages of brain development.  
Due to the poor care they frequently receive in foster care at this crucial stage, they 
experience a much higher incidence of behavioral, emotional, and mental health 
problems – especially those in long-term foster care.   
 
This begins a vicious cycle as these issues later manifest themselves in problems at 
school.  As opposed to receiving treatment for the underlying issues, these children are 
repeatedly suspended or expelled.  That, in turn, leaves these children without the tools 
they need to succeed as adults.  They often end up in the criminal justice system, which 
does an equally poor job of diagnosing and treating their emotional needs. 
 
Judges play a huge role in this, since they can order the foster care placement or removal 
of a child from foster care.  For the reasons mentioned above, they should place children 
in foster care sparingly and only as a last resort. They can, likewise, ensure that the 
child’s parents are provided with adequate representation so that all voices are heard 
before a decision on placement is made.    

 

12. What is the “school-to-prison pipeline” and do you see it at work in Philadelphia? 

The school-to-prison pipeline is the use of overzealous disciplinary policies, which result 
in children (frequently of color) being removed from the classroom for extended periods 
of time.  As a result, they fail to receive the education needed to succeed in an economy 
in which education is now essential.  With few job opportunities, they often end up 
involved in the criminal justice system. 
 
As a criminal defense attorney, I see this dynamic at work on a daily basis.  As I 
mentioned, in Question 1, a large percentage of my clients have serious mental health 
issues that remain undiagnosed until they commit a violent offense which results in a 
lengthy prison sentence.   
 
In reviewing clients’ school records as part of the preparation of mitigation evidence for 



capital cases and other sentencing hearings, I’ve frequently found that while schools are 
very proficient at disciplining children, they are just as inept as the criminal justice 
system at identifying the underlying causes of misbehavior. Improvement in their ability 
to diagnose and treat these issues can prevent these children from ever entering the 
criminal justice system. 
 

13. According to EvictionLab.org, in 2016 Philadelphia led the country in eviction rates at 

3.84%, 1.14% higher than the national average. What do you see as the long-term 

effects of this? What can judges do about this? 

An eviction, if it’s accompanied by a judgment for unpaid rent, results in damage to a 
person’s credit score, making it difficult to buy a home.  It also makes it very difficult to 
rent in the future.  As a result, the only rental option available to a person with a prior 
eviction is substandard housing, which can have a dramatic effect on their health and 
the health of their children.   
 
The Philadelphia Bar Association, of which I’m a member of the Board of Governors, 
recently commissioned a study which found that having a lawyer in Philadelphia Housing 
Court reduces the probability of a “disruptive displacement” from 78 percent to 5 
percent.  Based on these findings City Council President Darrell Clarke recently 
introduced legislation that would create a Low-Income Tenant Legal Defense Fund to 
help tenants who are being evicted obtain counsel.  Judges should support this 
legislation, which would dramatically level the playing field.  In addition, a judge should 
refuse to order an eviction if evidence exists that the housing is sub-standard, thereby 
breaching the implied warranty of habitability in every lease. 
 

14. Would you support the court instituting a uniform policy prohibiting court personnel 

from contacting ICE and discouraging ICE arrests on court property without judicially 

signed warrants? 

Court personnel should not be distributing court information without the permission of a 
judge.  If the President and Administrative Judges implemented a policy prohibiting court 
personnel from doing so in order to bring the courts in line with the City’s current policy, I 
would absolutely make sure that my court staff followed it to the letter.  
 
I would preclude ICE arrests from occurring in my courtroom since it would obviously 
disrupt the functioning of the court.  I would, in turn, encourage the monitoring of ICE 
arrests on other court property and would propose the intervention of a federal court if it 
could be shown to have a disruptive effect on the functioning of the justice system.  



 
15. What should the role of the judiciary be in ensuring equal access to justice for all city 

residents, regardless of immigration status? What steps would you personally take if 

elected? 

The most important step to ensure equal access to justice is to ensure quality 
representation for all regardless of immigration status.  In addition, I believe pre-trial 
investigators should be precluded from inquiring as to a defendant’s immigration status.  
Finally, if elected, I would specifically order that presentence and mental health 
investigators not to ask a defendant’s immigration status when preparing presentence 
and mental health reports for sentencing in cases that I handle. 
 
 

16. 86% of women who enter the Philadelphia courts have experienced some form of 

trauma, and this is especially true for Black women. How could you use mitigation in 

your sentencing as a way of reducing harm? What alternatives to incarceration would 

you consider for women who have experienced trauma?  

Exposure to trauma frequently leads to PTSD.  PTSD, in turn, results in a tendency to act 
out in an aggressive or oppositional manor or to self-medicate through illicit drug use, 
which, of course, brings one in contact with the criminal justice system. 
   
As mentioned above, the criminal justice system is subpar at diagnosing and treating 
mental health issues such a PTSD.  The result is prisons serving as the new state mental 
health hospitals.   
 
I would consider evidence of PTSD or other mental health disorders to be powerful 
mitigating evidence at sentencing and would order intensive, full psychiatric evaluations 
for lower-level offenders in an effort to diagnose these issues early on.  Once discovered, 
I would favor out-patient or in-patient mental health therapy to treat these issues as 
opposed to incarceration.     

 

17. Current PA state law allows children under 18 to be prosecuted as adults in some cases, 

despite growing efforts locally and nationally to remove children from the adult system. 

Do you believe that children should ever be treated legally as adults? What do you think 



the long-term impacts are of incarcerating children in adult jails and prisons? 

 
The Direct File Juvenile law has been grossly overused in the past.  In one instance, I had 
a case in which it was applied to a first-time offender who did not possess the weapon 
used during the incident and the weapon, which was possessed by a conspirator, was a 
fake gun.  The case was ultimately, remanded to juvenile court only after my client had 
spent several months in prison.   
 
The effects of cases like this are severe.  The time away from school sets the defendant 
back academically, while the trauma of being in an adult prison frequently leads to  
PTSD.  Both of these factors make the defendant much more likely to reoffend as an 
adult. 
 
For these reasons, I believe that Direct File Cases should only be used for a handful of 
extremely violent offenses.    

 


