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Governor Rendell: "Let the People Decide"

PMC believes Governor's call for legislature to pass Merit Selection is an important step
PHILADELPHIA (April 21, 2010) -  Pennsylvanians for Modern Courts (PMC) and PMCAction are heartened by Governor Rendell's call this morning for the legislature to give Pennsylvanians the opportunity to decide whether to change the way we select appellate court judges.

The Governor explained that moving from expensive partisan elections to Merit Selection requires passage by two successive legislatures followed by a public referendum.

PMC has long been promoting the need for Pennsylvanians to revisit the question of how to best select judges for the three statewide appellate courts.  But, as the Governor noted, legislation introduced in 2009 by Rep. Matt Smith, D-Allegheny, and Sen. Jane Earll, R-Erie, has not been acted on.

Governor Rendell, joined by Merit Selection supporter Josh Shapiro, D-Montgomery, called for the legislature to act.  They noted that a confluence of circumstances make this the time for action. These circumstances include the very expensive, divisive 2009 Supreme Court election; the Luzerne County "kids-for-cash" scandal; and U.S. Supreme Court decisions that allow more money to flow into judicial campaigns.

There has also been a steady decline in the public's confidence in the courts, based in large part on a perception that campaign contributions influence judicial decision-making.  A recent American Judicature Society study found that sixty percent of cases before the PA Supreme Court involved a lawyer, law firm or party that contributed to a sitting justice's election campaign.

PMC's Executive Director Lynn A. Marks explained, "Pennsylvanians are focused on the courts like never before, and, there is a growing sentiment that we are not using a selection system designed to get the most qualified, fair and independent judges on the appellate courts.  Merit Selection is specifically designed to do so, while also getting judges out of the fundraising business."

Amending the state constitution - which is required to implement Merit Selection - is a lengthy process that involves serious deliberation by the legislature and the public.  This is appropriate, but it is time to start.  As Marks explained, "We hope the Governor's call for action will be heeded so that Pennsylvanians can begin the process of deciding whether they want to change the way we select appellate court judges.  It is a decision the public deserves to make. We hope Pennsylvanians will get the opportunity to decide."

Pennsylvanians for Modern Courts is a statewide nonprofit, nonpartisan organization founded to improve and strengthen the justice system in Pennsylvania by reforming the judicial selection process; improving the jury system, court administration and court financing; eliminating bias; and assisting citizens in navigating the courts and the justice system, whether as litigants, jurors, or witnesses. PMCAction is an affiliated nonprofit that lobbies for court reform initiatives.  
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