
Our Mission: Protect Rights and Liberties, Uphold and Interpret Law, and  Provide for the Peaceful Resolution of Disputes 

BENCHMARKS 
December 2021 Edition 

A WORD FROM THE CHIEF JUDGE: 
It is time to celebrate.  We have been tested these 

many months with unprecedented challenges to our 

health and our well-being.  We have found the 

strength to persevere while developing new skills 

through new technology and ideas.  We are more 

resilient and stronger as we face this New Year.  

Throughout all, you have done a marvelous job rising 

to each challenge with grace, skill and 

professionalism. 

It is time to celebrate.  We hold a little closer our 

loved ones and friends.  We value each other more.  

Our fond memories of those who have gone before 

give us warmth and hope.  We aspire to do better, to 

help others more, and to become the persons we are intended to be. We are healthy 

and ready to face new challenges. 

It is time to celebrate.  We encounter friends and colleagues.  We join in a meal 

and conversation.  We learn new things and understand more.  We bid others glad 

tidings and gather a new appreciation for their contributions and leadership.  We 

are inspired. It is a time to listen more and talk less.  It is a time to reflect on good 

things and good people. 

It’s time to celebrate.  Our Circuit faces unprecedented growth.  New faces, new 

building, and technology will dot our workplace in the coming year.  We are 

thrilled to welcome our new team members and look forward to knowing each of 

you better.  We are all made better by these changes.  But most importantly, we 

are all better because of each of us. 

It’s time to celebrate.  This is the season of a little baby and a King.  The lights 
seem warmer this year.  Laughter is heartier. Music is more meaningful.  The chill 
is not as cold.  Our thoughts drift to the past while an excitement builds for what 
may come in the New Year.  We are happy for new changes. We have been 
blessed in so many ways.  And a most important blessing is that we are all together 
at this wonderful time.  It is truly a time to celebrate! 

Honorable Christopher N. Patterson 
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WELCOME  
2021 NEW HIRES 

Rob Bensko 
Senior Trial Court 

Staff Attorney 
 

Brittany Smith 
Judicial Assistant 

 
 

Honorable William Henry 
Circuit Judge 

 
 

Petya Pucci 
Staff Attorney 

 
 

Yordany Ricardo 
Court Interpreter 

 
 

Maria Avilia 
Early Childhood Court  

Coordinator (ECC) 
 

Lauren Bacchus 
Court Program Specialist II 

OPS Civil Case Management 
 

Wendy Jones 
Court Program Specialist II 

 
 

Crystal Ebersole 
Court Program Specialist II 

OPS Civil Case Management 
 

Shannon Ryan 
Administrative Assistant II 

 
 

Honorable William Dyer 
County Judge 

 
 

Madison Boggs 
Administrative Secretary I 

Jackson County, Civil Traffic 
 

Harrison Hanlon 
User Support Analyst 

Jackson County 
 

Mary Renaldo 
Court Program Specialist II 

Drug Court 
 



North Bay Haven Preps for Mock Trial 

On October 20, 2021 Judge Dyer and Court Operations Manager Doug Williams had the opportunity to speak 
with high school students at North Bay Haven Charter Academy.  Judge Dyer was able to assist the students in 
preparation for their upcoming mock trial and Doug Williams did a presentation on the role of Court 
Administration.  We would like to thank Dana Bohac and North Bay Haven for providing us the opportunity to 
speak with their students and look forward to future opportunities within the school system. 

North Bay Haven Teacher Dana Bohac and Judge William Dyer 



Civil Case Management Team 

Laruen Bachuss, Samantha Jones, Erica Jackson, Crystal Ebersole 

The Civil Case Management team is fully staffed as of September 20, 2021, and consists of Samantha Jones, Erica 
Jackson, Crystal Ebersole, and Lauren Bachuss. The team created a Civil Case Management database and has 
reviewed 9,051 civil cases in the 14th Judicial Circuit, to include Bay, Calhoun, Gulf, Holmes, Jackson, and 
Washington Counties. Of those cases, there were approximately 3,500 cases that did not have a Standing Civil 
Case Management Order filed. 

To date, the team has identified 261 circuit civil cases and 412 county civil cases open with no activity for ten 
months, and 665 small claims cases open with no activity for six months. There are 1,372 hurricane Michael cases 
pending. The team has prepared Standing Civil Case Management Orders for six judges, thus far, and has 
identified and/or scheduled case management conferences and lack of prosecution hearings. They have also 
prepared orders for referral to mediation and trial notices.  

The Case Management staff has contacted the clerks in the various counties regarding cases that are open but 
deemed necessary for case closure according to their status. The team continues to monitor cases and update the 
database. 



Leadership Training 

Over the past year, the 14th Circuit has engaged in Leadership 

Training for its court managers.  One of the trainings involved 

monthly sessions based on Dale Carnegie training platform 

facilitated by trainer David Balmer.  These sessions included 

leadership communication, planning, coaching, and supporting 

employees, handling mistakes, managing stress, time 

management, and work-life balance.  The goal of this year-long 

training was to help managers improve management skills and 

understand the importance of succession planning. 

 

In September 2021, motivational speaker Willie Spears provide 

professional development training to the court managers on 

“Courtroom Climate Change”.  This interactive training reminded 

the managers how important the work they and their staff do is, 

and even though it may seem routine at times, they are helping 

people with their problems as they navigate the court system.  It 

also reminded the managers that the customer is important to 

everyone - from the “frequent flyers” to those who are just now 

encountering the court system for the very first time, whether it is 

an elderly couple facing foreclosure or a parent or grandparent 

having to deal with their child/grandchild in juvenile court.  After 

this training, Mr. Spears provided one-on-one coaching to 

interested staff. 



Each day the courtrooms of the Fourteenth Judicial Circuit see a myriad of individuals enter their doors.  For 

many, the legal proceedings held in the courtrooms are intimidating – especially the legal jargon tossed 

around during the hearings, but imagine the level of anxiety felt by those who do not speak legalese, but also 

do not speak English.  As the population of our circuit diversifies, we also see more diversity within our 

courtrooms.  Each day our Courts see more and more individuals who are non-English speaking or 

considered limited English proficient.  

Since July of 2019, our Circuit has utilized language interpreters for 1,871 court events, which in many 

instances had more than one person in the event who needed the services of the interpreter.  By far the most 

requested foreign language is Spanish – of the 1,871 interpreting events, 1,625 were for Spanish speaking 

individuals.  While Spanish is the most requested language, our Circuit has provided language interpreters 

for a total of 21 different languages since July of 2019. 

The State Court System has long focused on removing the language barrier for those involved in court 

proceedings who do not speak English or English is not their primary language.  For many years there have 

been statewide workgroups focused on breaking down this barrier.  In furthering these efforts, our Circuit 

was allocated a Staff Interpreter position.  July 1, 2021, Yordany Ricardo joined our Circuit.  Mr. Ricardo is 

a Certified Spanish interpreter.  Since coming on board, Mr. Ricardo has covered 148 events.  When asked 

about his new role with our Circuit, Yordany said, “I love being the staff interpreter for the Fourteenth 

Judicial Circuit. I have been able to help people from all over Latin America understand their court 

proceedings. It’s great to see how someone who doesn’t speak English can communicate with the Judge and 

make informed decisions.” 

Mr. Ricardo had the following tips for those participating in a court event where an interpreter is utilized: 

 Please remember to speak directly to the LEP (limited English Proficient). 

 Whenever possible, please email copies of pleas/motions/jury instructions, etc. in advance to the 

interpreter. 

 Do not speak continuously for a long time; pause frequently to allow time for the interpretation. 

 Slow down when speaking and ensure that everyone speaks one at a time. 

 Keep in mind that when working with an interpreter, asking simple questions is the best approach. 

COURT INTERPRETING 



Bay County Pretrial Release Program and Bay  
County Work Program Re-Opens with Updates! 

The Bay County Pretrial Release Program continued to operate through the pandemic via telephone. Clients 
were able to call the program and enroll telephonically, thus never ceasing operations during the pandemic. This 
enabled the program to continue operating, even with the courthouse closed or even when partially open. Forms 
were signed initially with telephonic approval and eventually through the Sign Now program, clients were able 
to sign the forms electronically. This enabled the program to remain operational and be able to continue to assist 
with alleviating the jail population overcrowding by having clients ordered to Pretrial Release rather than stay in 
the jail. It also increased the participants to almost double! At the beginning of 2020 there 376 participants in the 
PTR Program which shot up to 728 at one point.  Now it has normalized somewhat to 451 participants. 
 
The Bay County Work Program was not as lucky, as the pandemic shut work sites down.  This didn’t mean the 
staff quit working though.  They made time to go through the clients in the system and close out old cases and 
clear up the files with up-to-date information. Although the number of particpants reduced dramatically during 
the pandemic, the Work Program has finally been able to resume operations and client numbers are continuing 
to increase with each day.  In just the short amount of time the program has been reopened, almost 200 hours 
have been completed by clients. That is great for Bay County.  
 
Both programs have also received a new, updated sign-in system.  Clients sign in electronically on the computer 
screen/kiosk system in the hallway. This sends a notice to each of the staff computers that someone is waiting. It 
also lets the staff know which program the participant is in and if they are already in the system or new to the 
program. One huge, exciting thing the system does is let people waiting see where they are in line. This helps 
tremendously on Monday mornings when everyone from the weekend comes in to enroll. There is no more 
confusion as to whom is next in line.   

New Electronic Sign-in System located on 

the 2nd Floor of the main Bay County 

Courthouse allows for clients to sign in for 

the Pretrial Release or Work Program 

and see their status in line. 

 



We’re proud to announce that Judy Duncan has made it to the finish line and can now 

relax and enjoy her accomplishments.   

Judy’s first career was raising her kids and taking care of her family – work she still 

continues today.   During a breather, she went back to school at Haney VoTech and 

picked up a new skill.  Her skill at court reporting enabled her to spend the next ten 

years covering depositions, hearings, and meetings.  Her reputation reached the court 

reporters of the 14th Circuit, and they were able to convince her to join the team.      

Since July of 2005, the 14th Circuit has been fortunate to have Judy Duncan serving as 

one of our staff court reporters.  Though Judy is based out of the Calhoun County 
Courthouse, she has regularly served all six of our counties.  To say that the court 
reporting department of the 14th Circuit will miss Judy Duncan is an understatement.  

We wish her many years of retirement bliss.   

The Honorable John L. Fishel, II will retire from the Circuit bench at the end of 2021.  

He has served the Fourteenth Judicial Circuit since being appointed to the bench in 

2010 by then Governor Charlie Crist.  

Judge Fishel was first assigned to Jackson County to hear all civil and family law 

cases.  He noted that his first jury trial was not only a first for him, but also the 

Circuit, as it was the first civil case (and currently still the only) to go to trial with one 

of the Big Tobacco companies as the defendant.  Following his three-year tenure in 

Jackson County, Judge Fishel served as the Circuit Judge hearing all Circuit matters 

in Gulf County as well as some family law cases in Bay.  Since 2016, he has been 

assigned to hear matters in Bay County with his most recent assignments having him 

hearing a myriad of civil cases.    

When asked what he would miss most about serving on the bench, Judge Fishel said, 

“I will miss the relationships I have developed over the years.  I will miss working 

with my judicial assistant, Judy Reese, as well as all my fellow judges and the court 

personnel.  I have developed friendships with several of my bailiffs and clerks and I 

will miss them all.”  He went on to add, “Hurricane Michael took a toll on everyone 

and the stress added from all the additional court cases from the storm is something I 

am really looking forward to leaving behind.” 

Judge Fishel is looking forward to spending time with his wife, children, and 

especially his grandchildren. 

Retirement Announcements 

Judge Fishel 

Judy Duncan 

Senior Staff Attorney Carol Peacock will be retiring on December 31, 2021, having 
served Florida’s courts for over thirty years. After law school, she served as a staff 

attorney with the Florida Supreme Court, where she was tasked with handling a 
significant number of capital cases. She then spent over twenty years in service to 

multiple judges at the First District Court of Appeal, where she was assigned to a 
variety of cases and wrote countless opinions. Carol joined the Fourteenth Judicial 

Circuit in 2015, when she was hired to help with family law cases. She has proven to 
be an invaluable member of the staff attorney team as she has handled both family law 
and criminal cases, counseled colleagues, and answered endless questions from 

coworkers. She (and the many years of experience she brings to our circuit) will be 
greatly missed. Carol plans to spend her retired years quilting, enjoying her precious 

grandchildren, feeding her “pet” deer, and helping her husband on their farm. 

Carol Peacock 



 
Early Childhood Court (ECC), also referred to as "Baby Court," is a problem-solving court that serves 
children under the age of three who are involved in the child welfare system. The goal of ECC is to 
improve safety, permanency, and well-being outcomes for infants and toddlers. This is done by 
addressing multigenerational trauma while considering brain science as it relates to the growth of young 
children. Development proceeds at a faster rate during the first five years of a child's life than at any 
subsequent developmental stage. Children under the age of five are also the most vulnerable population in 
child welfare, as they make up the largest number of children removed for abuse, neglect, and 
abandonment.  
  
The ECC program differs from traditional Dependency Court in that the approach utilizes a multi-
disciplinary team comprised of numerous community providers. Each month, Family Team Meetings are 
held that consist of child welfare professionals, mental health therapists, substance abuse providers, 
caregivers, parents, parent’s bar, and GAL. At the center of the ECC approach is strong judicial 
leadership that creates a specialized docket to review each case monthly. Evidence-based trauma therapy 
is facilitated to address past and current trauma that children and their parents have experienced.  
  
Circuit Fourteen makes up six of 27 sites throughout the state of Florida. C14’s program began in June of 
2015. Bay County’s program started in 2015. Jackson County launched its ECC program in 2018, 
followed by Gulf County in 2019, and Calhoun, Holmes, and Washington Counties in 2020. The ECC 
program has worked consistently at capacity, serving no less than 30 families, holding three Family Team 
Meeting days each month, and six separate and dedicated court dockets each month. The program has 
worked with over 150 children since inception. Magistrate Shannon Lord presides over the six sites, thus 
making C14 unique in that it has consistent Judicial leadership and a Program Coordinator covering all 
six sites. Historically, the Coordinator has been employed by the lead Child Welfare Agency. However, 
due to the success of many ECC sites throughout Florida, the courts obtained funding through legislation, 
and the Coordinator is now employed within the court system.  
 
Success within the C14 sites includes shorter time to reunification and/or permanency for young children. 
Trauma services for parent and child have been expanded not only for ECC cases, but also for the overall 
dependency system. Additionally, trauma-focused training has been delivered to attorneys & Court Team 
members. The program has worked collaboratively with the Office of Court Improvement, RTI 
International, and the National ZERO TO THREE Program in a national study published in 2017. 
Magistrate Lord has been a guest speaker at the ZERO TO THREE annual National Cross Sites 
conferences for 2019 and 2020. In March 2021, C14 collaborated with FSU on a film titled Hope and 
Healing that was featured at Florida’s All Sites Training. This film was also accepted to be shown at the 
American Public Health Association's film festival. 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCngRSdoTP5mul63TIP_eL7w. Additionally, detailed outcomes of ECC 
can be found in recent research at Expanding Early Childhood Courts in Florida (floridataxwatch.org)  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCngRSdoTP5mul63TIP_eL7w
https://floridataxwatch.org/Research/Full-Library/ArtMID/34407/ArticleID/18940/Expanding-Early-Childhood-Courts-in-Florida


Teen Court Hosts 

Attorney Training 

Sessions 
The Bay County Teen Court Program held its first 2021/2022 school year Attorney Training Session on Tuesday, 
September 28, 2021 under the pavilion at the Teen Court Office.  After a social gathering, mingling, meeting 
new friends, and signing in, it was time to get down to business.  Thirty-three middle school and high school 
students attended with much eagerness to learn and ask questions with attorneys, Mr. Clayton Syfrett and Ms. 
Angela Warren during the session.  The historical Gideon versus Wainwright case was presented in the training 
session.  Mr. Clayton Syfrett played the role of Judge.  After questions and cross examination by a seasoned 
Teen Court Attorneys, Hannah Walter, Prosecuting Attorney and Angel Alvarado-Perez, Defense Attorney, and 
Chappell Syfrett playing the role of Clarence Earl Gideon.  To make the trial more interactive, the students 
attending were able to cross examine the witness Chappell Syfrett aka Clarence Earl Gideon.  After training, the 
eager students were sent home with a training manual on how to do opening and closing statements and a list of 
objections to study.  A special thanks for the support of Attorney, Mr. Clayton Syfrett and Attorney, Ms. Angela 
Warren, our Trainers, Mrs. Vicki Wenick, Teen Court Advisory Board President, Mrs. Lois Lawrence, Teen 
Court Advisory Board Vice President, Ms. Kristi Warren, Teen Court Advisory Board Member representing 
Disability Resource Center and Mrs. Ann Silcox, Jury Monitor representing the Panama City Woman’s Club, 
Mr. Michael Bonnin and Mr. Doug Williams, Court Administration for setting up the PA system and all the 
others who worked behind the scenes to make this event happen.  It was an evening enjoyed by all. 

Teen Court is always looking for dedicated 
students to serve in the roles as jurors, 
clerks, bailiffs, and attorneys.  Teen Court 
Director, Suzanne Cox, encourages students 
between the ages of 12-18 to join in the 
action at Teen Court.  By volunteering you 
are exposed to law-related careers, given 
insight into the legal system, builds self-
esteem, experience in public speaking and 
being a positive role models to your peers.  
Other advantages of volunteering are 
receiving volunteer service hours, letters of 
recommendation to colleges and employers, 
and an opportunity for scholarships.  For 
more information about the Teen Court 
Program, please contact Suzanne Cox at 
(850)747-5191 (office), (850)896-2130 
(cell) or email coxs@jud14.flcourts.org. 

JOIN THE  

ACTION  

AT TEEN COURT 

Pictured above: Hannah Walters, Reilly Warren, and attorney Clayton Syfrett 

Teen Court handles real criminal cases that have been diverted from the traditional 

court system. The jurors, clerk, bailiffs, and attorneys are all teens. Hannah Walters 

volunteered with Teen Court through her high school years and is currently assisting 

with the training of the program’s newest attorneys. Walters is in her last semester at 

FSU-PC and plans to attend law school.   



CHRISTMAS LUNCHEON 

The Fourteenth Judicial Circuit’s annual Christmas luncheon was held Friday, December 3, 2021 at 
the St. Andrews Bay Yacht Club and was well attended by judges, judicial assistants and staff.  

During the program, Chief Judge Patterson recognized retiring Circuit Judge John L Fishel, II as 
well as two staff members who will also be retiring at the end of the year – Judy Duncan, long-time 
court reporter and Carol Peacock, senior staff attorney.  Longevity awards were given to Jenny 

Nichols, Sarah Pearce, Wendy Strickland and Telena Thompson for 10 years of service to the 
Circuit.  Judge Patterson also recognized all new staff hired in 2021 as well as retired judges in 
attendance and newly appointed Circuit Judges Russell S. Roberts and Brandon J. Young.  

Everyone in attendance has a wonderful time and we all look forward to next year’s event. 





Judge Clark reached a significant milestone in his career as he has now presided over 100 jury trials 
during his tenure.  “100” has always been considered an achievement of competence and skill by trial 
judges. Judge Patterson helped him to celebrate the achievement with a chocolate cake.  

Judge Clark Presided over  

100th Jury Trial 



In Memoriam – Remembering Judge Don Sirmons and Court Administrator Alex Pitts 
by Hon. Woodrow W. Hatcher (Retired Jackson County Judge) 

 

This year we lost two respected members of the Fourteenth Judicial Circuit.  I had the honor of 

serving with each.   

 

Judge Sirmons and I began our judicial careers in the mid 1970’s and continued serving together 

until his retirement in 2010.  Those of us who knew Judge Sirmons and served with him knew 

him not only as a judge with an outstanding legal mind, but also a decent and humble individual.  

He was always concerned with the well-being of others. 

 

He utilized his position as judge to make life for those involved in the court process redeemable.  

One of the many ways he did this was the establishment of Drug Court.  This alternative court 

has made a difference in the lives of so many. 

 

There are many more judicial accomplishments and personal attributes of Don Sirmons, but I 

will leave those to be discussed by others who knew him and served with him.  However, I would 

be remiss not to mention one other attribute – his perpetual smile that will always be 

remembered. 

 

Alex Pitts was appointed by Chief Judge N. Russell Bower as Trial Court Administrator for the 

Fourteenth Judicial Circuit and served until 1995.  Alex had no previous affiliation with the court 

system at the time of his appointment, but he quickly grasped the fundamentals of court 

administration and became an asset to all judges by providing valuable assistance to each. 

 

Alex, like Judge Sirmons, did not try to impress, but he possessed similar attributes.  He had an 

“easy going” but firm approach to resolving issues. 

 

Alex was instrumental in moving the Fourteenth Circuit to the forefront of the utilization of 

technology.  It was under his administration that our audio-visual system was established making 

it one of the first circuits in Florida to utilize audio-visual technology.  Alex’s service to the 

circuit will always be remembered. 



   

 

   www.jud14.flcourts.org 

 

If you have any information you would like to 

have included in the next issue of 

Benchmarks, please contact Robyn Gable at 

gabler@jud14.flcourts.org. 

 

Newsletter prepared by Candace Pate. 

HAVE A SUGGESTION FOR 

THE NEXT NEWSLETTER? 

https://twitter.com/14thJudicialFL
https://www.instagram.com/14thjudicialfl/

