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State of Arizona 

COMMISSION ON JUDICIAL CONDUCT 

 

Disposition of Complaints 18-177 and 18-221 

Judge: Michael R. Bluff  

Complainants:  Self-Report 
Matthew D. Cochran 

 

ORDER 

The complainant in Case No. 18-221 alleged that in two separate criminal 
matters, a superior court judge failed to uphold the law, failed to promote 
confidence in the judiciary, failed to remain fair and impartial, was not competent, 
failed to afford all parties notice and an opportunity to be heard, and engaged in 
improper ex parte communication.  The judge also self-reported his conduct to the 
commission in Case No. 18-177. 

In 2016, Judge Bluff presided over a probation violation matter (State v. 
Larry Ludwig).  Mr. Ludwig admitted to violating his probation, and the matter 
was set for a disposition hearing.  Without giving notice to either the prosecutor or 
Mr. Ludwig’s defense attorney, Judge Bluff had Mr. Ludwig brought before him.  
During this hearing, Judge Bluff expressed to Mr. Ludwig his desire to reinstate 
him on probation, however, he had concerns about the restitution being paid, and 
thus, needed to hear evidence that Mr. Ludwig could pay the restitution if 
reinstated.  This incident was brought to the attention of the Hon. David L. Mackey, 
Presiding Judge of the Yavapai County Superior Court.  Judge Mackey admonished 
Judge Bluff for his conduct, and Judge Bluff informed Judge Mackey he would not 
repeat this conduct.  The Yavapai County Public Defender’s Office chose not to file a 
judicial conduct complaint at that time, believing the misconduct would not be 
repeated. 

In 2018, Judge Bluff handled another probation violation matter (State v. 
Jacquelyn Barnett).  At the revocation arraignment, Judge Bluff agreed to release 
Ms. Barnett from custody to a specific address.  Later, the jail contacted Judge 
Bluff’s judicial assistant to advise that they would not be able to release Ms. 
Barnett to the specific address as it was incorrect.  According to Judge Bluff, he 
instructed his judicial assistant to advise Ms. Barnett’s counsel of this matter and 
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that Judge Bluff would see Ms. Barnett the following morning.  Ms. Barnett’s 
attorney stated he never received any notification.  The following day, Judge Bluff 
saw Ms. Barnett in court without her counsel present or counsel for the state, and 
he revoked her release conditions.  Prior to the next hearing date, Ms. Barnett’s 
counsel sought a change of judge for cause.  Judge Mackey conducted the hearing on 
the change of judge, and made specific findings that Judge Bluff obtained and used 
information from an outside source in making his decision on release conditions, 
and that Judge Bluff could no longer preside over the matter in a fair and impartial 
manner.   

Judge Bluff’s conduct in the aforementioned matters violated the following 
provisions of the Code of Judicial Conduct: 

● Rule 1.1:  A judge shall comply with the law, including the Code of 
Judicial Conduct. 

● Rule 1.2:  A judge shall act at all times in a manner that promotes 
public confidence in the independence, integrity, and impartiality of 
the judiciary, and shall avoid impropriety and the appearance of 
impropriety. 

● Rule 2.2:  A judge shall uphold and apply the law, and shall perform 
all duties of judicial office fairly and impartially.” 

● Rule 2.5(A):  A judge shall perform judicial and administrative duties 
competently, diligently, and promptly. 

● Rule 2.6(A):  A judge shall accord to every person who has a legal 
interest in a proceeding, or that person’s lawyer, the right to be heard 
according to law. 

● Rule 2.9: 

(A)  A judge shall not initiate, permit, or consider ex parte 
communications, or consider other communications made to the judge 
outside the presence of the parties or their lawyers, concerning a 
pending or impending matter . . .  

(B)  If a judge inadvertently receives an unauthorized ex parte 
communication bearing upon the substance of the matter, the judge 
shall make provision to promptly notify the parties of the substance of 
the communication and provide the parties with an opportunity to 
respond. 
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(C)  Except as otherwise provided by law, a judge shall not 
investigate facts in a matter independently, and shall consider only the 
evidence presented and any facts that may properly be judicially 
noticed.  

Accordingly, Judge Michael R. Bluff is hereby publicly reprimanded for his 
conduct as described above and pursuant to Commission Rule 17(a).  The record in 
this case, consisting of the complaint in Case No. 18-221, the judge’s response in 
Case No. 18-221, the judge’s self-report in Case No. 18-177, and this order shall be 
made public as required by Rule 9(a).  

Commission members Gus Aragòn, Peter J. Eckerstrom and George H. 
Foster, Jr., did not participate in the consideration of this matter. 

Dated: September 18, 2018 

FOR THE COMMISSION 

 

/s/ Louis Frank Dominguez 
Hon. Louis Frank Dominguez 
Commission Chair 

 
Copies of this order were distributed to all 
appropriate persons on September 18, 2018. 
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