SAMPLE LEGISLATOR MESSAGE



I urge your support of an adequately funded courts system and judicial branch for our state as you develop Florida’s budget for the 2008-09 fiscal year.  

Florida’s courts are an integral part of our justice system and are essential for public safety.  

Cuts to the judicial branch of the magnitude that was initially reported would have caused great disruption within our state courts system.  As Supreme Court Chief Justice Fred Lewis has said, this would basically "place an arrow through the heart" of our state justice system.  

A softer Senate proposal premised on increased court-user fees would still result in the loss of over 300 judicial branch positions; the House proposes court system staff cuts of some 500.  Neither chamber’s proposal yet seems adequate for the effective functioning of a co-equal, coordinate branch of our state government.   
Florida’s court system comprises only seven-tenths of one percent of our entire state budget.  Our state judiciary is distinguished by its lack of programs, with 87 percent of its budget composed of salaries.  If the cuts included in the initial proposals were added to those already imposed this year, our courts could lose 30 percent of their work force and essentially 30 years of progress.  

Florida’s budgetary difficulties must not impede our state constitutional promise of a court system that is “open to every person for redress of any injury” and where “justice shall be administered without sale, denial or delay” for the citizens, businesses, and communities of this state.  

The impacts of these proposed budget cuts by both chambers would cause disruption in all types of court proceedings.  Civil traffic hearing officers are already being eliminated, slowing disposition of those cases.  Court mediation programs, which have dramatically reduced the number of trials, will end – with resulting delays and higher costs for citizens.  Particularly affected will be high priority criminal and family proceedings that have statutory time limits and must be prioritized over other social and commercial matters.  Cases involving children in foster care, landlords looking to evict tenants, and foreclosure actions would all be slowed.  It’s even possible that some individuals charged with crimes might go free because our courts can’t meet speedy trial deadlines.  Rigid across-the-board budget cuts within the judicial branch simply will not work.

Please continue to show Florida’s judicial branch the fiscal respect it deserves.  Our Chief Justice and other court officials have pledged to keep working with you and other legislators to find additional revenues and other sources of funds so that our state’s judicial branch will not be sacrificed.    

Florida must have an effective justice system for all its citizens.  The enclosed brochure – “Judicial Branch of Florida” – makes a compelling case for achieving that constitutional ideal.  Again, I urge you to support an adequately funded courts system and judicial branch for Florida in the 2008-09 state budget. 
Enclosure:  “Standing Up for Florida’s Judiciary”

