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JUDICIAL COUNCIL MEETING 

Minutes 
 

March 12, 2026 
Hybrid Meeting (in person and Webex) 

Dixie Convention Center- Entrada A Room 
1835 S Convention Center Dr, St. George, UT 84790 

Honorable Suchada Bazzelle, Presiding 
Members: 
Chief Justice Matthew B.  
Durrant, Chair 
Hon. David Mortensen,  
Vice Chair  
Hon. Suchada Bazzelle   
Hon. Rita Cornish  
Hon. Susan Eisenman  
Hon. Michael Leavitt 
Hon. James Gardner 
Hon. Amber Mettler  
Justice Paige Petersen  

     Hon. Chris Bown 
Hon. Brendan McCullagh 
 Hon. Jon Carpenter  
 Hon. Samuel Chiara 
 Hon. Michael DiReda 
 Hon. Angela Fonnesbeck 
Kristin K. Woods 
 

AOC Staff: 
Neira Siaperas 
Michael Drechsel 
Keisa Williams  
Nick Stiles  
James Peters  
Brody Arishita  
Daniel Meza Rincon  
 
Excused:  

      Hon. Christine Johnson  
Ron Gordon 
Shane Bahr 

 

Presenters:  
Karl Sweeney 
Alisha Johnson 
Russell Pearson 
Travis Erickson 
Kim Cordova 
Elizabeth Wright 
Hon. John Walton 
Cade Stubbs 
Michael Samantha Starks 
 

1. WELCOME AND THE APPROVAL OF MINUTES (Judge Suchada Bazzelle): 

Judge Suchada Bazzelle welcomed everyone to the meeting and called for any questions or 
corrections to the February 23, 2026, meeting minutes. None were raised. 

Motion: Justice Paige Petersen moved to approve the February 23, 2026, minutes. Judge Jon 
Carpenter seconded the motion, which passed unanimously. 
 
2. CHAIR’S REPORT (Chief Justice Matthew Durrant): 

Chief Justice Matthew Durrant noted that the matters referenced in the Chair’s Report would be 
addressed later in the agenda. 

3. STATE COURT ADMINISTRATOR REPORT (Neira Siaperas): 

Neira Siaperas announced that Nini Rich, Director of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), will retire 
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in May after 26 years of service to the Judiciary. Ms. Siaperas noted that Ms. Rich’s retirement will be a 
tremendous loss for the Judiciary. She also recognized Ms. Rich’s outstanding work in building a strong 
ADR team and expressed confidence that her successor will continue the excellence of the Judiciary’s 
ADR programs. 

Ms. Siaperas reported that, earlier in the week, the Management Committee approved pursuing contracts 
with the Grand Hyatt in Deer Valley for all 2027 judicial conferences. Rising costs and space limitations 
have made conference planning increasingly difficult, particularly as the number of judges grows. She 
noted that Lauren Andersen and her team successfully solicited bids for multiple conferences together, 
an approach that produced several responses. The Management Committee selected the Grand Hyatt 
Deer Valley as it meets the Judiciary’s needs, including cost and space considerations. The Committee 
made this decision on behalf of the Judicial Council due to a March 10 deadline imposed by the venue 
for a response to the bid. Contracts are currently being finalized. 

Ms. Siaperas stated that the legislative session was challenging and produced mixed results for the 
Judiciary. She noted that the Judiciary did not receive funding for most of its priorities, including 
ongoing funding for employee compensation, which remains a significant concern. She further reported, 
however, that the Judiciary received a historic number of judicial officers and staff positions, most of 
which had been identified as needed. Ms. Siaperas explained that a significant focus of the session was 
also on protecting the Judiciary’s existing budget from proposed reductions. In the end, the Judiciary 
was able to preserve core operations and avoid deeper cuts while also securing significant gains in 
judicial officers and staff. Ms. Siaperas thanked AOC staff for their substantial work supporting the 
Judiciary’s budget efforts during the session. 

 
4. 2026 GENERAL SESSION BUDGET ACTIONS (Neira Siaperas):   

Ms. Siaperas summarized the 2026 Final Appropriations and Budget Reductions as follows: 
 

Judiciary FY27 Budget Appropriations 
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5. COMMITTEE REPORTS: 

Management Committee: Nothing to report. 

Budget & Fiscal Management Committee: Nothing to report. 

Liaison Committee: Judge Brendan McCullagh expressed appreciation to the committee for their help 
with a challenging and strenuous legislative session. Michael Drechsel will discuss the work of the 
committee later in the meeting. Chief Justice Matthew Durrant also expressed his gratitude towards the 
committee for their work.  

Policy, Planning, and Technology Committee: Nothing to report. 

Bar Commission: Katie Woods expressed the Bar’s gratitude for Judicial Council members who are 
attending the Utah State Bar Convention. She reported that the Utah State Bar’s leadership will discuss 
further items later in the meeting. 
 
6. BUDGET AND GRANTS (Karl Sweeney, Alisha Johnson): 

Alisha Johnson presented the financial reports. 
 

FY 2026 Ongoing Turnover Savings as of 02/26/2026- Period 8 
 

 



 

5  

 
FY 26 Ongoing Funding Net of Commitments/Reserves- Period 7, FY 2026 

 
 

FY 2026 One Time Turnover Savings- Period 8 
Updated as of Pay Period Ending 02/13/2026 (1,312 out of 2,088 hours) 

 
FY 2026 Year end Requests and Forecasted Available One-Time Funds - Period 8 

 
 

7. TCE Report (Russell Pearson and Travis Erickson) 

Travis Erickson reported on the System Review, Strategic Plan, and ongoing statewide initiatives 
across the districts. He noted that overall, staff demonstrate a strong connection to the Judiciary’s 
mission statement. Mr. Erickson also reviewed the most significant challenges faced by the districts, 
including change fatigue, burnout, inadequate compensation, lack of interest in leadership positions, 
training needs, turnover, and retention issues. He stated that incentives, such as the Investing in Our 
People initiative, have been instrumental in motivating staff and expressed appreciation to the Judicial 
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Council for the efforts to improve compensation and workplace flexibility for employees. Russell 
Pearson reported that most districts have held Court Connect Town Halls within their districts. 
 

8. Utah State Bar Report (Kim Cordova and Elizabeth Wright) 

Kim Cordova reported on the Utah State Bar’s involvement in the recent legislative session. She noted 
that the Bar has taken a more intentional and proactive approach, increasing its presence at the Capitol 
beginning last year. Ms. Cordova shared that the Bar engaged a legislative policy lobbyist to provide 
timely information and facilitate productive discussions with legislators. The Bar expressed concerns 
on several bills, provided testimony multiple times during the session, and expanded its media presence 
through talk shows, television, newspapers, editorial boards, press releases, and press conferences. She 
further highlighted the Bar’s efforts to enhance public education and its work with JPEC to educate 
voters about judicial evaluations, emphasizing accountability and transparency.  

Ms. Cordova also reviewed the upcoming 95th Anniversary of the Utah State Bar, which will be held in 
conjunction with the 250th anniversary of the Constitution at the Grand America Hotel and the Bar’s 
summer convention in Sun Valley. She invited and encouraged all judicial officers to attend.  

Justice Petersen expressed the Council’s gratitude for the Utah State Bar’s continued support, 
emphasizing its understanding of the importance of the rule of law, the role of the courts, and the 
separation of powers. She commended the Bar’s eloquence and steadfast commitment to these 
principles. 

 
9.  LEGISLATIVE UPDATES (Michael Drechsel) 

Michael Drechsel provided an overview of the 2026 legislative session and noted he will be 
conducting several legislative updates tailored to various benches and administrative audiences. He 
acknowledged the work of the Liaison Committee and expressed appreciation for their substantial 
time, guidance, and support throughout the session. 

Mr. Drechsel reviewed several bills of concern that did not pass, including proposals relating to 
judicial retention, judicial nominations, jury selection, party affiliation in elections, judicial district 
restructuring, speedy trial requirements, child welfare timelines, bail amendments, and other measures 
affecting court operations. He noted that some of these proposals may return in future sessions and 
suggested there may be value in interim discussions with legislators to better understand the concerns 
driving such proposals.  

Mr. Drechsel discussed Senate Joint Resolution 10, which would have required in-person jury 
selection in felony cases. Although the bill was ultimately circled and did not pass, he explained that 
the matter prompted changes in Third District practices, including development of a process under 
which parties may elect either in-person or virtual jury selection beginning in January 2027. He also 
referenced a public statement approved by Management Committee regarding the importance of jury 
selection and the Council’s commitment to working with presiding judges to ensure in-person options 
are available where virtual jury selection is used. He reviewed a legislation that directs changes to 
sentencing guidelines and judicial sentencing priorities in certain serious offenses, with increased 
emphasis on public safety. He noted that further training will follow once sentencing guidelines 
revisions are completed. 

Mr. Drechsel also summarized House Bill 186, which requires the Administrative Office of the Courts 
to file a complaint with the Judicial Conduct Commission if the Chief Justice places a judge on 
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administrative leave for conduct-related reasons. He then discussed House Bill 0366 which revised the 
district court panel process, made changes affecting Business and Chancery Court procedures, and 
included provisions directing presiding judges to assign certain municipal cases in a specified manner.  

Mr. Drechsel summarized the House Bill 540, Judicial Transparency Bill, which requires the Judicial 
Council to create judicial financial disclosure requirements comparable to those applicable to other 
elected officials and report back during the interim session. He also explained that the bill funds 
significant improvements to court records access through Xchange and requires that parties be provided 
free and expedited access, where possible, to audio from their own cases. He stated that implementation 
will require substantial operational effort and additional staffing. 

Lastly, Mr. Drechsel summarized Senate Bill 270, which authorizes the district court to create a debt 
collection and housing division and provides funding for two commissioners and five judicial 
assistants. He noted that implementation will require substantial work by the Council, the Supreme 
Court, court leadership, and stakeholders, including rulemaking, operational planning, IT changes, and 
facility modifications. 

Mr. Drechsel concluded by noting that additional legislative details will be covered in forthcoming 
legislative updates tailored to specific court audiences. Council members expressed appreciation for 
Mr. Drechsel's’ work and the extensive efforts of those involved in supporting the Judiciary during the 
legislative session. 

Motion: Judge Brendan McCullagh moved to authorize the creation of a multi-disciplinary steering 
committee to oversee the implementation of the Debt Collection and Housing Division envisioned by 
Senate Bill 270. Judge Samuel Chiara seconded the motion, and it passed unanimously. 
 

10.   FIFTH DISTRICT REPORT (Judge John Walton and Cade Stubbs) 

Judge John Walton expressed his appreciation to the Council for the new judicial position in the Fifth 
District. He reported that the Fifth District currently has eight District Court judges, with three new 
judges expected to begin service this year. Cade Stubbs provided an overview of judges who have been 
onboarded in recent years. 

11.   COMITTEE ON CHILDREN AND FAMILY LAW (Michael Samantha Starks) 

Michael Samantha Starks reported that there are three member vacancies and one co-chair vacancy on 
the Standing Committee on Children and Family Law (SCCFL). She stated that the SCCFL and the 
respective boards have met and finalized their recommended appointments: 

• Martín Muñoz (Voices for Utah Children) to replace Anna Thomas as the Professional in Child 
Development; 

• Judge Catherine Conklin (Second District) to replace Judge Sean Petersen as the District Court 
Judge; 

• Judge Ryan D. Petersen (Fourth District) to replace Judge Brody Keisel as the Juvenile Court 
Judge; and 

• Judge David Johnson (Third District) to serve as the new Juvenile Court Co-Chair. 

Motion: Judge McCullagh moved to appoint the members to the SCCFL as presented. Judge Chiara 
seconded the motion, and it passed unanimously. 
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12.   EXPANSION OF TERRITORIAL JURISDICTION (Jim Peters) 

Jim Peters presented a request for the expansion of territorial jurisdiction of Washington Terrace Justice 
Court. Mr. Peters reported that Ogden Valley was incorporated as a new, independent city effective on 
January 1, 2026. Ogden Valley has elected to have its cases heard in Washington Terrace Justice Court. 
Mr. Peters requested that the Council approve the territorial jurisdiction of Washington Terrace Justice 
Court be expanded to include the city of Ogden Valley. 

Motion: Judge Chiara moved to approve the expansion of territorial jurisdiction of Washington Terrace 
Justice Court to include Ogden Valley City. Judge Carpenter seconded the motion, and it passed 
unanimously. 

13.   CERTIFICATION OF JUSTICE COURT JUDGE (Jim Peters) 

Jim Peters presented a request for the certification of Wayne D. Jones as Justice Court Judge for Tooele 
County. Mr. Peters reported Judge Dow resigned in December 2025 and the Tooele County Council 
selected Wayne D. Jones to serve as the county’s new justice court judge.  

Motion: Judge Chiara moved to approve the certification of Wayne D. Jones as a Justice Court Judge. 
Judge Carpenter seconded the motion, and it passed unanimously.  

14.   DISTRICT COURT JUDGE PANELS (Brody Arishita) 

Brody Arishita, Chief Information Officer, provided an overview of how the District Court Panel 
randomizer has chosen the last four panels. Mr. Arishita noted that the history of panel selections will 
be available for any future review and audits.   

15.   SENIOR JUDGE APPOINTMENTS AND REAPPOINTMENTS (Neira Siaperas): 

Motion: Justice Petersen made a motion to move into an executive session for the purpose of 
discussing the character, professional competence, or physical or mental health of an individual. Judge 
Michael DiReda seconded the motion, which passed unanimously. 

The Council convened in executive session. After returning to open session, the Council considered the 
following motion: 

Motion: Judge Michael Leavitt made a motion that Judge Cullimore and Judge Appleby meet the 
qualifications for reappointment as active senior judges; that Judges Bunnell, Hall, Ludlow, and Low 
meet the qualifications for reappointment as inactive senior judges; and that Judges Eyre, Fuchs, Jones, 
Hornak, McDade, Reese, Skanchy, and Harmond meet the qualifications for reappointment as active 
senior judges subject to their completion of 30 hours of approved judicial education by June 30, 2026. 
Judge Chiara seconded the motion, which passed unanimously. 

16.   CONSENT CALENDAR (Judge Suchada Bazzelle) 

Motion: Katie Woods made a motion to approve the items on the consent calendar. Judge Rita Cornish 
seconded the motion, which passed unanimously.  

17.   ADJOURN 

The meeting was adjourned. 


