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Message from the
Chief Judge

For the past few ye a r s , the New Yo r k
State court system has been working hard
to improve the jury experience, f rom faire r
summoning pro c e d u re s , to better
a c c o m m o d a t i o n s , to efficiencies that will
s h o rten the intrusion on jurors’ live s .

While we know that we still have a way
to go, we trust that returning jurors will see
and feel some improve m e n t , and that all of
you will have a positive experience here.
Ju ry service is not only essential to our
justice system but also a privilege we enjoy
as citizens of this great democracy.T h e
c o u rt system is trying to change the
a d j e c t i ves ro u t i n e ly used to describe jury
s e rvice from “ b u rden” and “ re s p o n s i b i l i t y ”
to “ p o s i t i ve” and “ p r i v i l e g e.”

This newsletter is another innovation in
our re form pro g r a m . In fact, you are now
reading the ve ry first issue of what we hope
will be a regular court publication.T h e re are
s everal motivations behind it.

A Down-Time Diversion

First and fo re m o s t , we know there will
be “ d own time”—time you spend sitting
a round in juror assembly rooms waiting to
be called for panels, or in deliberation
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When Beatrix Gruber
a rr i ved in court last Janu a ry with her jury
summons in hand, she thought she knew
what to expect. After all, she had been
called twice befo re and the routine had
been the same: stand in line, p resent the
s u m m o n s , wait for hours for her name to
be called, a n swer a few questions posed
by the attorney s , and be dismissed. W h i l e
Gruber was willing—if not eager—to
a c t u a l ly sit on a jury, she had scant hope
that this time would be diffe re n t .

But Gruber began to sense change in
the air soon after she settled into the
j u ror assembly room with the page-
turner she brought along to kill time.
Instead of the anticipated hours of
u n i n t e rrupted re a d i n g , a judge walked in,
welcomed those present and explained
the process of jury serv i c e. Within two
h o u r s , Gruber joined 20 others in the
selection ro o m . By the end of the day, a
j u ry had been impaneled. And for the first

t i m e, Beatrix Gruber would actually serve as a juro r. “I don’t know what hap p e n e d ,” she say s .“In the
p a s t , as soon as the law yers found out I was a journalist, t h ey immediately dismissed me.”

What happened was a change in the law that helped to generate new attitudes about jury
s e l e c t i o n. B e fo re Janu a ry 1, 1 9 9 6 , N ew York State had 21 juror exemptions—the highest number in
the nation. For the most part , the automatic exemptions targeted pro fe s s i o n a l s — d o c t o r s , l aw ye r s ,
d e n t i s t s , p hysical therap i s t s , pharmacists—although a few non-pro fessional categories we re also
e xe m p t . But since 1996, all exemptions have been abolished, a dding to the jury pool an estimated
one million more New Yo r kers and encouraging an attitudinal shift on the part of attorneys invo l ve d
in selecting potential juro r s .W h e reas in the past, a t t o r n eys might have summarily dismissed the rare
p ro fessional who showed up for jury serv i c e, a t t o r n eys now have become more accustomed and
re c e p t i ve to impaneling a diversity of juro r s .

Beatrix Gruber, CBS News associate producer and
recent juror, is ready to sign up for a second term.

An Up Close and Personal Look
at Jury Service
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Although initially pleased to have been
s e l e c t e d , Gruber began to have cold feet when
she recalled the horror stories of friends and
re l a t i ves prev i o u s ly summoned who complained
about “ i n c o nveniences” of jury duty and “ e n d i n g
up on a trial and getting stuck there for we e k s .”
Fo rt u n a t e ly, in her own case, Gruber found the
p rocess highly efficient.“ F rom the beginning,
things just kept mov i n g ,” she re p o rt e d .

For the next two we e k s , G r u b e r ’s page-
turner was, if not shelve d , l a r g e ly unopened as
the trial advanced fro m
c o u rt room to deliberation
room on a steady nine-to-five
s c h e d u l e.The only interr u p t i o n
to the consistent pace was
when a juror needed to keep a
d o c t o r ’s ap p o i n t m e n t , and the
judge re a rranged the trial’s
schedule to accommodate the
a b s e n c e.“The judge alw ay s
seemed sensitive to our stre s s
and discomfo rt ,” said Gruber,
noting that several times
during the course of the trial,
the judge ord e red short breaks to provide re l i e f
f rom erratic temperature changes created by
the court ro o m ’s quirky ventilation system.

Sensitivity to the jurors was also exhibited
by the attorney s , a c c o rding to Gruber. In the
personal injury case for which she was
eve n t u a l ly selected, the attorneys had to
question potential jurors about their medical
histories since the plaintiff’s physical condition
was a critical factor in the case.Gruber said she
ap p reciated the fact that the attorney s
discussed all medically related questions
p r i v a t e ly outside the impaneling room to avo i d
p o s s i b ly embarrassing the juro r s .

But despite the effo rts of the judge and the
a t t o r n eys to minimize stre s s , Gruber found the

responsibility of being a juro r — p a rt i c u l a r ly on a
case involving several million dollars—daunting.
“ A ny time you have to make a decision that
i nvo l ves a person’s life—whether the victim’s or
the accused’s—the responsibility weighs in,” she
s a i d .“Things got ve ry emotional at times, a n d
that was stressful for eve ryo n e.”

The 30-year old television news pro d u c e r
also wo n d e red how her pro fessional training
might affect her performance as a juro r.
“ Journalists are alw ays looking for the ‘ o t h e r

s i d e,’ ” Gruber noted.But as
the trial pro g re s s e d , s h e
focused on the testimony and
the facts of the case to keep a
clear perspective.“ I t ’s diffe re n t
when yo u ’re in the jury box .
You have a duty to do, a n d
yo u ’re reminded of that all the
t i m e,” explained Gruber, w h o
in the past cove red court ro o m
trials as a re p o rt e r.

In just over a day, G r u b e r
and the other five jurors we re
able to reach a ve rd i c t .“ T h e re

was a lot of discussion, and we wo r ked thro u g h
those things we disagreed on by listening with an
open mind and being willing to entertain other
points of view,” she re c a l l e d .“It was intere s t i n g
that we could all come together as strangers—
people from diffe rent viewpoints and
b a c k g rounds—and collaborative ly form a
d e c i s i o n .”

Summing up her most recent jury
e x p e r i e n c e, Gruber re m a r ked that it gave her a
better ap p reciation for the process and the
people within the judicial system. When aske d
whether she would be willing to serve again,
she re s p o n d e d ,“ Just nine to five, and I could
a c t u a l ly go to lunch and make new friends? Yo u
bet! I would take the time out again if I could.”
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“It was interesting
that we could all
come together as
s t r a n g e r s — p e o p l e

from different
viewpoints and

b a c k g r o u n d s — a n d
collaboratively form

a decision.”



colleagues read silently,
oblivious to his anxious glances.
“This is great!” comments one
j u ro r. “ T h ey actually want to
k n ow what I think.” A few
smirk but proceed to fill out
the fo r m . Phil Fe rrara bre a t h e s
a sigh of relief—because when
not serving as juror number 4,
M r.Fe rrara works as a re s e a rc h
a n a lyst for the state court
system and in fact was one of
the principal authors of the
q u e s t i o n n a i re.

In use for nearly three ye a r s ,
the questionnaire is the Unified
C o u rt System’s first compre-

At the conclusion of case
number 1208 at the
Hempstead District Court , a
c o u rt officer hands out a
single-page questionnaire to
the six juro r s . Phil Fe rr a r a ,
j u ror number 4, t a kes a chair,
but befo re clicking his ballpoint
pen into action, h e
s u rre p t i t i o u s ly looks aro u n d
the room to catch the re a c t i o n
of his fe l l ow juro r s .H i s

THE ROAD TO REFORM

The Unified Court System’s effo rts at jury re form span ro u g h ly four years—a short period to
accomplish the significant gains that have been made.B e l ow are some major highlights:

September 1993: The Ju ry Project—a blue-ribbon panel of judges, a t t o r n ey s , business people,
j u ry commissioners and educators—is convened to rev i ew New Yo r k ’s jury system and
recommend solutions to jurors’ concerns of inequities and hard s h i p s .

March 1994: The Ju ry Project Report is published, listing 80 recommendations to revamp the
j u ry system. Among its key proposals is a repeal of New Yo r k ’s entire list of jury serv i c e
e xe m p t i o n s .

April 1994: The Unified Court System opens to jurors a toll-free phone line, 8 0 0 - N Y- J U RO R ,
for comments and complaints. In its first year of operation, over1,400 calls are logged.

July 1994: Legislation is passed expanding the state’s master juror list to include public assistance
and unemployment ro s t e r s , making it the most compre h e n s i ve juror source list in the nation.
The fully merged list reaches over 90 percent of the eligible jurors in the state.

July 1995: The Legislature ends overnight sequestration re q u i rements for deliberating jurors in
all but the most serious criminal cases, re m oving a major hardship for jurors while pro d u c i n g
s avings for the court system.
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R e search Shows Juror
Numbers & Spirits 
R i s i n g

h e n s i ve effo rt to conduct a
s t a t ewide survey of juro r
satisfaction while tracking
recent re form initiative s .
After analyzing re s p o n s e s
f rom over 118,000
q u e s t i o n n a i res collected
b e t ween April 1995 and Ju n e
1 9 9 7 , the court system
compiled a re p o rt to gauge
the effe c t i veness of the jury
re form program begun in
1 9 9 3 .The news was positive,
although a few trouble spots
p e r s i s t .

P a rt i c u l a r ly impre s s i ve is
the growth in numbers of
first-time juro r s , w h o s e
turnout rate soared from 32
p e rcent to 53 percent during
the survey period. A
comparison of 1995 and



September 1995: Automatic exemptions for over 20 occupations (such as doctors, l aw ye r s ,
embalmers and podiatrists) are repealed by the State Legislature, a dding a million new names
to the juror source list while increasing re p resentation from a broader arr ay of economic and
social backgro u n d s .

Ja nu a ry 1996: The court system institutes an automatic postponement policy. N ew Yo r kers are
n ow offe red a one-time opportunity to reschedule jury duty by telephone to a more
c o nvenient time.

N ew rules designed to speed the civil voir dire process go into effe c t , cutting the length of
time in civil jury selection proceedings by over 25 percent in one ye a r.

N ovember 1996: The New York State court system celebrates its first “ Ju ror A p p re c i a t i o n
We e k .”

Fe b r u a ry 1997: Compensation for eligible jurors increases from $15 to $27.50 per day, with an
a dditional increase to $40 due in Fe b r u a ry 1998.

October 1997: The A d m i n i s t r a t i ve Board of the Courts ap p roves for public comment pro p o s e d
c o u rt rules aimed at improving jurors’ compre h e n s i o n .Under the proposed rules, judges may
o f fer deliberating jurors written copies of their charges in civil cases and grant jurors note-
taking privileges during trials.
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1997 responses also shows an
encouraging four percent rise
in the number of jurors who
gained a favorable impre s s i o n
of jury service after actually
s e rv i n g . At the same time,
attempts at improv i n g
c o u rthouse safety and
p rotection of jurors’ privacy
we re recognized by an
overwhelming 91 percent of
respondents statew i d e.
Treatment by court personnel
was given a big thumbs-up by
re s p o n d e n t s : over 90 perc e n t
rated staff as pro fessional and
c o u rt e o u s .

T h e re we re also major
reductions to celebrate in the
f requency and length of jury
s e rv i c e. N ew Yo r kers now are
summoned once eve ry fo u r
years rather than eve ry two

years as was prev i o u s ly the
n o r m . (The exceptions are the
B ronx and Manhattan, w h e re
m a s s i ve caseloads create a
h e avy demand for juro r s .H e re
j u rors have at least a two - ye a r
b reak between summoning.)
M o re ove r, the average nu m b e r
of days served has declined
s i g n i f i c a n t ly in the last two
years from ap p rox i m a t e ly 3.2
d ays to 2.0 day s , and the dro p
is even more dramatic when
c o m p a red to the 5.2-day
average in 1993.

These numbers reflect the
fact that 58 out of the 62
counties in New York have
adopted a one-trial/one-day
p o l i c y, in which jurors are on
call for one week and either
s e rve on a trial or complete
their service if they are not

selected (or in the process of
selection) on the day they
re p o rt to court . For those
s e l e c t e d , a telephone
notification system is av a i l a b l e
so that jurors on cases waiting
to go to trial can call to find
out whether they should
re p o rt to court the next day.

E ven in localities where the
o n e - t r i a l / o n e - d ay policy is not
feasible due to persistent juro r
s h o rt a g e s , the survey data
reveals substantial pro g re s s .I n
B ro o k ly n , for example, w h e re
the annual number of jury
trials reaches 2,600 or more,
the average number of day s
s e rved has fallen from 5.1 to
2 . 7 . Other notable re c o rd s
include Queens and
M a n h a t t a n , which have
reduced their 4.2-day ave r a g e

Continued on page 6
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The air is cri s p , and the leaves on the trees are bursting with fall colors.
You decide to take a ra re but mu ch deserved lunch bre a k . As you stroll along
the courthouse gro u n d s, lost in the thought that you should get out more
o f t e n , a man in a uniform appro a ch e s.

“Excuse me,” he says.“ A re you a resident of this county?”
“ I ’ve lived here all my life,” you re p l y.
“Ever been convicted of a cri m e ? ”
“Nothing more than a few parking ticke t s. Is there something wro n g ? ”
“ G o o d , then come with me, p l e a s e.The judge needs you as a juror for a

t rial that starts after lunch .”
“But I have to get back to work. I only have an hour for lunch .”
“ We’ll let you call your employer from the court h o u s e. Please come with

m e,” the uniformed man insists.
In the old day s , the above scenario was a common occurre n c e. A

j u ror selected from among the court ’s bystanders in this manner was
called a talesman. In the more recent past, j u ry commissioners
collected names of potential jurors from schools, c h u rches and
c o m munity gro u p s . But today a sophisticated system of master lists and
automated selection ensures a more compre h e n s i ve and impart i a l ,
albeit less personal, system of summoning.

A c c o rding to re s e a rch done by the Virginia-based National Center
for State Court s , N ew York courts lead the nation in the drive to
c reate a more inclusive jury system.The state’s master list of potential
j u rors is compiled from five separate source lists: re g i s t e red vo t e r s ,
licensed drive r s , state income taxpaye r s , a n d , a dded just a few ye a r s
a go, we l f a re and unemployment re c i p i e n t s .“ N ew York State law say s
that all litigants have a right to a jury selected from a fair cro s s - s e c t i o n
of the commu n i t y,” says Chief A d m i n i s t r a t i ve Judge Jonathan Lippman.
“ We take that re q u i rement ve ry seriously.” The expanded master
s o u rce list distributes more eve n ly both the opportunity and burden of
j u ry serv i c e, as well as allows the court system to reduce terms and
f requency of service while meeting the demands of a growing nu m b e r
of trials.

The New York Unified Court System has made great strides in
building a jury selection process that is as bro a d ly inclusive as possible.
N eve rt h e l e s s , some eligible names may still be missing from our master
l i s t . Persons who have not been called but who wish to serve as a juro r
can contact their local jury commissioner, or call 8 0 0 - N Y- J U RO R t o
request a qualification questionnaire for jury serv i c e.

Chester Mount is the coordinator of Jury Data Services for the 
O f fice of Court A d m i n i s t ra t i o n .

SOURCE LISTS EXPAND 
RANDOM JURY SELECTION

By Chester Mount

length of service to 1.8 and
2.6 day s , re s p e c t i ve ly. T h e
a c h i evement in these two
b o roughs is more striking
when contrasted with their
1993 average of 6 day s .

Q u e s t i o n n a i re re s p o n s e s
indicate that ove r a l l
i m p ressions of the jury
system are inextricably linke d
to serving on a jury and
rendering a ve rd i c t . In 1996,
85 percent of those juro r s
who served to ve rd i c t
thought jury service was a
wo rthwhile experience while
o n ly half as many of those
who did not complete a trial
we re similarly satisfied.

The survey results have
g i ven court administrators a
b i rd ’s - eye view into the
e f fe c t i veness of jury re fo r m s
a round the state and have
u n c ove red disparities among
c o u rts in terms of juro r
u t i l i z a t i o n , h a rd s h i p s ,
t reatment by court personnel
and accommodations.“ T h e
exit questionnaire is a fine-
tuning instrument for us,”
explains Fe rr a r a .“It allows us
to pinpoint problems juro r s
m ay be having in specific
a reas so that we can work to
re s o l ve them .” The Unified
C o u rt System thus plans to
keep distributing the
q u e s t i o n n a i res and using the
feedback to further improve
the system.

Continuted from page 5



of their time and energy to serve as juro r s .”

In Manhattan, Commissioner of Ju ro r s
Norman Goodman re p o rts that he has inv i t e d
local celebrities who have served on jury duty
to speak about their experiences during a
morning pro g r a m . Last ye a r, he said,
appearances by television news anchor Dan
R a t h e r, p e r former Liza Minnelli and others
“ s h owed how eve ryone is now sharing the
b u rdens of this important civic duty.”

Chief Judge Kaye, who herself re p o rted fo r
j u ry duty in August 1996, will greet jurors in
Manhattan and the Bronx on Monday,
N ovember 24th. Ju ry Commissioner Hector
Diaz re m a r ke d , “This is our opportunity to say
‘thank you’ to all the juro r s ,” noting that juro r s
in the Bronx will be treated to breakfast and will
re c e i ve commemorative ke e p s a ke s .

As the court system’s feting of jurors pro c e e d s
t h roughout the we e k , c o u rt officials say they

recognize that
i m p rovement of New
Yo r k ’s jury system will
be the ultimate
e x p ression of
g r a t i t u d e.“ For our
p a rt , we plan to
demonstrate the
c o u rt system’s com-
mitment to jurors by
c o n t i nuing in effo rt s
to improve the
experience of
s e rv i c e,” Chief Ju d g e
K aye said.
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For too long, j u rors have been the unsung
h e roes of the judicial system.But come
N ovember 24, 1 9 9 7 , the court system will
attempt to remedy this lack of re c o g n i t i o n , as it
kicks off its second annual Ju ror A p p re c i a t i o n
We e k . A c ross the state, c o u rts are planning a
variety of activities to honor juro r s , i n c l u d i n g
s e rving up bre a k f a s t s , c o m m e m o r a t i ve pens and
mu g s , c o m p l i m e n t a ry new s p apers and
c e rtificates of ap p re c i a t i o n .

Ulster County local businesses are donating
m o re than 20 prizes, including framed picture s
of the Ulster County courthouse and gift
c e rtificates for meals and merc h a n d i s e, to a
week-long raffle for juro r s .“ I t ’s wonderful that in
N ew York we have an opportunity once a ye a r
to reflect on the value of jurors and to spre a d
that message around our commu n i t y,” said
Ulster County Commissioner of Ju rors Richard
M a t h ew s , who organized the raffle.

In Livingston County,
the Board of
S u p e rvisors has
designated by official
p roclamation the we e k
of November 24 as
Ju ror A p p re c i a t i o n
We e k .L i v i n g s t o n
County Commissioner
of Ju rors James
Culberston said that
the local pro c l a m a t i o n
“ re p resents both an
a c k n owledgment of
the importance of the
j u ry system and of 
those citizens who give

Courts Kick Off We e k - L o n g
Salute To Jurors

Former jurors Liza Minnelli and Dan Rather joined 
in the 1996 celebration at the Manhattan Supreme Court.



Jury Service for the Disabled:
A Work In Progress

One Monday morning in September, M a t t h ew
S ap o l i n , accompanied by his seeing-eye dog Jay, m a d e
his way to the Manhattan Supreme Court to re p o rt
for jury serv i c e. Once at the court h o u s e, c o u rt staff
guided him and assisted in completing his summons
c a rd , while a fe l l ow juror offe red to read him the
voir dire questionnaire and fill in the answers as
S apolin dictated. For the first two day s , a court
officer even stayed by his side as Sapolin became
acclimated to his surro u n d i n g s .

In comparison, when Sap o l i n ’s part i a l ly blind
c o - wo r ker Phil Dyson re p o rted for jury duty last
Fe b r u a ry, the special accommodations prov i d e d
by a single court officer we re ove r s h a d owed by
less sensitive treatment by other court
e m p l oye e s . P a rt i c u l a r ly disappointing was the
clerk who kept Dyson waiting while he called
his supervisor for instructions on handling a
blind juro r. “I felt they ove rre a c t e d ,” he say s .
“ L i ke, ‘Oh my God, h e re ’s this blind guy—
what do I do now?’ ”

Patricia Bucklin, the coordinator of A DA
p rograms for New Yo r k ’s court system, s ay s
the disparity between Dyson’s experience in
Fe b r u a ry and Sap o l i n ’s in September is not
s u r p r i s i n g . She notes several factors that
could account for the diffe re n c e s , i n c l u d i n g
an expanded jury pool that has resulted in
an increase in disabled persons entering
the court s , n ew ly instituted A DA training
for court employe e s , and recent jury
re form effo rt s .L i ke many institutions, the courts’ understanding of the needs of the disabled was
g re a t ly enhanced by passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990. But with only
s even years to “fix” a court system that spans 62 counties and includes over 300 court h o u s e s ,
Bucklin points out that there is still plenty of ground to cove r.

To that end, the Committee for Access to the Courts for People With Disabilities was fo r m e d
to improve services to the disabled in New York court s .While its focus is on all disabled users of
the court s , the committee’s first commitment is to improve conditions for disabled juro r s .

Still in its infancy, the committee is focusing its effo rts on raising aw a reness at the managerial
l eve l . In September,A DA training was conducted for all commissioners of jurors throughout the

Phil Dyson (left) and Matthew Sapolin at CIDNY’S
headquarters. Golden retriever Jay, the reluctant
c e l e b r i t y, slights the camera.
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“No one tries to understand the nature of
your disability. If they did, t h ey might find out
we would make good jurors re g a rdless of our
d i s a b i l i t i e s ,” says Dyson.He began questioning
the fairness of selection the last time he
s h owed up for jury duty and was asked by the
judge presiding over the selection pro c e s s
whether he wanted to be dismissed.While he
accepts the offer as well intended, D y s o n
thinks it was yet another example of the
p u b l i c ’s misperception of the limitations of
disabled persons.

Despite the ap p a rent need to furt h e r
educate the public, d i s a b l e d
individuals have served on
juries prior to and after A DA ,
although the frequency is low
and not re p re s e n t a t i ve of the
overall count of those eligible
to serve. But monitoring the
situation to ensure fairness is
difficult in a system where
l aw yers are not re q u i red to
explain grounds fo r
p e re m p t o ry challenges.
Because the A DA is so new,
s ays Richter, its application to
j u ry duty can be ove r l o o ke d ,

and it is not alw ays clear whether the law offe r s
re d ress with re g a rd to jury selection.This is a
p roblem with which New Yo r k , l i ke many other
s t a t e s , must grap p l e.

In the meantime, the court system continu e s
to chip aw ay at systemic misconceptions.
T h rough its A DA coordination office in A l b a ny,
it has embarked on several aw a reness pro g r a m s
for employees and has distributed statew i d e
training literature on communicating with
disabled persons.Technological deve l o p m e n t s
such as computerized transcription for the
hearing impaired are also being made available in
m a ny courts throughout the state.“ We have
t a ken several steps to add ress A DA - re l a t e d
issues systemwide,” says Richter.“I think the
fact that we now have a committee reflects the
c o u rts’ commitment to finding solutions.”

s t a t e, and the committee now is planning an
aw a reness program for judges and training fo r
c o u rt personnel.“ L i ke most people in society,
c o u rt personnel’s baseline knowledge on dis-
ability issues is low,” says Acting Supreme Court
Justice Rosalyn Richter, chair of the committee.
“ We need to get them to understand the re-
s o u rces and to think cre a t i ve ly about solutions.”

In no area is this more important than in
d evising accommodations for the disabled in
c o u rt h o u s e s .C o u rt officials are often con-
strained in their ability to add ress deficiencies
because the legal responsibility to build and
maintain courthouses lies
with the local gove r n m e n t s ,
rather than with the court s
t h e m s e l ve s . While transfo r-
mation into a completely
A DA - f r i e n d ly system cannot
be made ove r n i g h t , i m p rove-
ments are steadily being
m a d e.By the year 2000, c l o s e
to 90 percent of New Yo r k
c o u rts will have met the
re q u i rement of housing at
least one wheelchair-
accessible jury box .N ewe r
c o u rthouses like the ones
built in Niagara,Way n e, and Genesee Counties
a l ready provide full access to disabled juro r s ,
and all major re n ovations completed since the
A DA have been designed to be in compliance.

While accommodation is import a n t , it is 
not the rallying point for many disabled
individuals—selection for jury panels is.“ I
understand this is not a test or any t h i n g , but I
was disappointed when I wasn’t picke d ,” said
S apolin during a conversation at the Center fo r
Independence of the Disabled in New Yo r k
(CIDNY) headquarters in Manhattan.C I D N Y
campaigns for changes to ensure that individuals
with disabilities are given equal opportunities to
p a rticipate fully in society. A CIDNY advo c a t e
for three years now, S apolin finds it hard to
accept the regularity with which the disabled
a re judged incapable to sit on juries.

9

By the year 2000, 
close to 90 percent 
of New York courts 
will have met the
requirement of 
housing at least 
one wheelchair-

accessible 
jury box.



Come 1999, N ew Yo r kers could be asked to
cast their ballots for a constitutional amendment
dismantling the state’s convo l u t e d , nine-tier trial
c o u rt system and replacing it with a straight-
fo r w a rd two-tier structure.Chief Judge Ju d i t h
K aye noted, “The average citizen needs a ro a d
m ap to navigate New Yo r k ’s court system, w h i c h
is the most complex in the nation. Our antiquated
trial court structure does not serve the people of
N ew York as well as it should, and we are
committed to the creation of a system that is easy
to understand and use.”

N ew Yo r kers invo l ved in litigation are now faced
with a mind-boggling system that even law yers can
find daunting. Litigants need to figure out which of
nine trial courts—the Court of Claims, S u p re m e
C o u rt , S u rro g a t e ’s Court , County Court , F a m i ly
C o u rt , District Court , City Court , N ew York City
Criminal Court or New York City Civil Court — i s
the correct court to try their case.But the

confusion does not stop there. Some litigants find
t h e m s e l ves “ c o u rt hopping”—going to mu l t i p l e
c o u rts for all the necessary legal re l i e f . Fo r
e x a m p l e, a divo rcing couple with children might
h ave their matrimonial case in Supreme Court
and custody and support cases in Family Court .

The system proposed would consist of only
t wo trial court s :S u p reme Court and District
C o u rt .The Supreme Court would establish special
divisions for criminal, c o m m e rc i a l , f a m i ly, p u b l i c
claims and probate matters.The District Court
would handle lower level crimes and civil matters
under $50,000.

The court restructuring re q u i res a constitu-
tional amendment, which must be passed by two
s e p a r a t e ly elected Legislature s . If ap p rove d , N ew
Yo r kers would find the proposal on the 1999
b a l l o t , with restructuring slated to begin on
J a nu a ry 1, 2 0 0 0 .
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T h roughout New Yo r k , g rowing numbers of self-re p re s e n t e d
litigants are turning to the courts for assistance on a wide range
of matters. Some may only need a simple question answe re d —
l i ke how to obtain a copy of a court file.Others may re q u i re
m o re detailed advice—like how to file or defend a law s u i t .T h e
c o u rt system is reaching out to these litigants thro u g h
C o u rt H e l p, a broad program of initiatives designed to make
c o u rts more understandable and less intimidating to the self-
re p re s e n t e d .

Help can be as easy as a telephone call. By dialing the toll-fre e
8 0 0 -C O U R T-N Y nu m b e r, individuals can speak personally with
c o u rt re fe rence librarians who can answer questions or prov i d e
re fe rrals to ap p ropriate government agencies and legal
o r g a n i z a t i o n s . For those with Internet access, the Unified Court
S y s t e m ’s homepage (h t t p : \ \ u c s . l j x . c o m ) and its linked we b s i t e s
o f fer a wealth of information about New Yo r k ’s court s , i n c l u d i n g

CourtHelp Is on the Way for
Self-Represented Litigants

c o u rt rules and users’ guides to courts most
f re q u e n t ly used by self-re p resented litigants.

Automated information kiosks in selected
c o u rthouses are available to reduce confusion on
a litigant’s first visit to court . In Manhattan
S u p reme Court , the interactive kiosk—which is
fluent in English, Spanish and braille—provides a
complete building dire c t o ry and answe r s
questions about courthouse serv i c e s . A dd i t i o n a l
kiosks are scheduled for installation at the Family
C o u rts in New York and Bronx Counties.

In courts with an especially large number of
s e l f - re p resented litigants, such as Family Court or
N ew York City Housing Court , the “Students in
Pa r tnership with the Cour t s” program trains
local college students to answer questions about
the court and its pro c e d u re s . In add i t i o n , the State
S u p reme Court in Manhattan has established the
Office of the Self-Repr e s e n t e d , dedicated to
helping litigants who do not have law yers initiate
or respond to civil actions.C o u rt clerks who staff
the office provide neutral assistance, g i v i n g
g u i d a n c e, for example, about the proper forms to
fill out or the ap p ropriate lines to wait in, as we l l
as dispensing general information about the court .

For those geograp h i c a l ly distant from the
c o u rt h o u s e, C o u r t Satellite Offices p rovide a
c o nvenient forum for litigants to get answers to

p rocedural questions or to obtain help in filing
p apers from trained personnel. A l s o, t h ro u g h
c o m p u t e r-video technology, the Satellite Office
can link litigants seeking emergency relief to a
judge in the central court h o u s e. A Family Court
Satellite Office re c e n t ly opened in Long Island
C i t y, Q u e e n s , and expansion is planned in the
near future for other locations.

C o m m unity Resource Centers p rov i d e
another ave nue for citizens to obtain info r m a t i o n
about the courts right in their own neighbor-
h o o d s .R e s o u rce Centers will be located in select
schools and community centers and have trained
staff to assist litigants in identifying ap p ro p r i a t e
c o u rts and understanding court pro c e d u re s , a s
well as to make re fe rr a l s .The Resource Centers
will also serve as the sites for C o m mu n i t y
Fo r u m s , featuring topics of special concern to
s e l f - re p resented litigants. C o m munity Forums will
be sponsored by the court system in
collaboration with local bar associations, l aw
schools and legal services prov i d e r s .

Enhanced access is necessary if litigants are to
be ensured their day in court . The Court H e l p
i n i t i a t i ves are a first step to make the court s
accessible to all citizens.

Automated kiosks at courthouses—
one of many links to information
for self-represented litigants.



rooms as other business proceeds in the
c o u rt ro o m .Please be assured that we are try i n g
to reduce those “idle” periods. To some extent,
h oweve r, waits are inev i t a b l e, and cannot be
c o m p l e t e ly eliminated, because of uncert a i n t i e s
in scheduling trials (especially in a high-vo l u m e
c o u rt system such as ours), because the law
often re q u i res that matters be pre s e n t e d
outside a jury ’s hearing, and because the pre s s
of other cases means that trials sometimes have
to be interr u p t e d .We hope you find this
n ewsletter an interesting down-time dive r s i o n .

A Source of Information

A second motivation for this publication is
our desire to share with you what we are try i n g
to do to improve jury service as well as to let
you know of other court system re fo r m s .

R e g re t t a b ly, the third branch of
government—the Ju d i c i a ry—is somew h a t
re m oved from the public.You don’t see and hear
f rom us like members of the Exe c u t i ve and
L e g i s l a t i ve branches, who run for office eve ry
t wo or four ye a r s .P a rt of the distance is
n e c e s s a ry. Ju d g e s , as neutral arbiters, s h o u l d
keep themselves “out of the fray” and indeed,
t h ey are by law prohibited from commenting on
pending cases.T h a t ’s why you don’t see us in the
m e d i a , even defending ourselves against unjust
c r i t i c i s m .

But some of the distance is unnecessary. We
need to, and should, do a better job of
i n forming the citizenry about the important ro l e
c o u rt s , eve ry day, p e r form in our society.
H o p e f u l ly, your jury experience will leave yo u
feeling that the system does indeed wo r k
re a s o n a b ly we l l , and that the foibles and fumbles

you read about are hard ly the whole story.
H o p e f u l ly also, this newsletter will help to
i n form you about us.

A Tw o - Way Street

T h i rd , we see this newsletter as a form of
c o m munication between us.C o m mu n i c a t i o n , o f
c o u r s e, goes both way s . We want to tell yo u
about us, but we ’d also like to hear from yo u —
about your jury serv i c e, about what you might
l i ke to see in a future issue of this new s l e t t e r,
about any other court - related subject.M a ny of
the improvements you see around you start e d
with suggestions we re c e i ved from juro r s .
Please feel free to drop me a line at the add re s s
g i ven below. ( You can, if you like, l e ave yo u r
comments for me with the Clerk in the
A s s e m b ly ro o m . And if you add your name and
a dd re s s , I’ll try to write back. If you add
permission for us to re p roduce your message,
you may even find yourself in a subsequent issue
of J u ry Pool New s.)

F i n a l ly, I hope you have already been
e n t h u s i a s t i c a l ly welcomed and thanke d . But I
n ever want to miss an opportunity to do that
my s e l f — i t ’s a message wo rth repeating again
and again. Most sincere ly, I hope this import a n t
public service you are now performing will be
an edifying, i n t e re s t i n g , even enjoy a b l e
experience for yo u .

Chief Judge Judith S.K aye
Office of Court A d m i n i s t r a t i o n
25 Beaver Stre e t
N ew Yo r k , N ew York 10004

Message from the
Chief Judge
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