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ETHICAL ISSUES

What Should Happen When a Judge Engages in Misconduct?
Because federal judges receive a lifetime 

appointment, they leave the bench only under four cir-
cumstances: resignation, retirement, death, or impeach-
ment. Initial complaints of misconduct were alleged 
against Chief U.S. District Judge Edward Nottingham 
in 2007. President George H. W. Bush had appointed 
Nottingham to the bench in 1989. Nottingham’s for-
mer wife made several of the allegations during their 
divorce proceedings. She claimed he spent thousands 
of dollars in a strip club. A subsequent news investi-
gation discovered his association with a known pros-
titution ring. A prostitute claimed Nottingham asked 
her to mislead investigators about their relationship. In 
another incident, the judge parked illegally in a handi-
capped space and engaged in a shouting match with 
a woman who challenged his behavior. The woman, a 
former lawyer who had been shot and paralyzed by an 
angry litigant, blocked his vehicle using her wheelchair. 
Nottingham reacted by putting the car into reverse to 
make her move and then threatened to have her forcibly 
removed by federal marshals. Nottingham denied the 
allegations, though he did admit to being a patron at 
strip clubs, which is not illegal.

The other side of the picture portrays a judge who 
is greatly admired by his colleagues. One U.S. district 
court judge noted Nottingham’s great leadership skills 
and the advancements he implemented, including 
electronic courtroom evidence and case filings. A U.S. 
senator praised Nottingham’s performance and com-
mented on his skills as a lawyer and jurist. Nottingham 
was known for his fair treatment of parties in the court-
room and efficient case management practices.

Think About It
1.	 In your opinion, what may have motivated this judge to 

engage in the alleged behavior? 

2.	 Were the allegations unethical and/or illegal? 

3.	 Does a lifetime appointment protect judges who 
engage in misconduct? 

4.	 Is his behavior, if true, enough to warrant 
impeachment?

5.	 What is the best resolution for this case?

6.	 What are the benefits and disadvantages of a lifetime 
appointment?

Appointed in 2009 by President Obama, Sonia Sotomayor is the first Hispanic associate jus-
tice on the U.S. Supreme Court. Some notable cases in which she was part of the majority deci-
sion include Arizona v. United States and National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius. 
The issue before the court in the Arizona case was whether an Arizona statute appropriated the 
federal government’s authority to regulate immigration laws and enforcement. The Supreme 
Court struck down much of the Arizona statute but allowed the ability of law enforcement to 
investigate a person’s immigration status. The National Federation case is more widely known as 
the Obamacare case. In this ruling, the Supreme Court upheld much of Obamacare.

As with women, the appointment of people of color and a variety of ethnicities as judges can 
improve the quality of justice through better understanding of the diverse populations served.

COURT ADMINISTRATION AND MANAGEMENT
Courts are busy places and employ court administrators to manage scheduling for over-

loaded dockets. The traditional courtroom work group includes defense attorneys, prosecu-
tors, and judges. These work groups also may include clerks, administrators, security, legal 
staff, court reporters, and representatives from criminal justice agencies such as probation, 
parole, and correction.




