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State of Arizona 

COMMISSION ON JUDICIAL CONDUCT 

Disposition of Complaint 21-363 

Judge: Cathleen Brown Nichols 

Complainant:  Commission on Judicial Conduct 

ORDER 

The Commission initiated this complaint after receiving information that a 
superior court judge had failed to timely issue numerous rulings.  

The rulings in question were all filed in the time period of mid-2020 through 
mid-2021. The Commission identified in excess of twenty rulings that appeared to 
have been untimely. Judge Brown Nichols informed the Commission that she had 
staffing issues during a portion of the early part of 2021. In addition, Judge Brown 
Nichols asserted that she had not been properly presented with the necessary 
proposed orders from the parties and her staff in many of the cases. Judge Brown 
Nichols did acknowledge that two of the alleged delayed rulings were in fact not 
timely ruled upon, as well as four additional civil cases and one lower court appeal 
she separately identified. Finally, Judge Brown Nichols discussed several remedial 
measures that she and her staff have undertaken to ensure that these issues are 
addressed and do not occur in the future.   

The Commission found that Judge Brown Nichols’ conduct as described above 
violated the following provisions of the Code: 

• Rule 2.5(A) (Competence, Diligence, and Cooperation), which states, “A judge 
shall perform judicial and administrative duties competently, diligently, and 
promptly.” 

• Rule 2.12(A) (Supervisory Duties), which states, “A judge shall require court 
staff, court officials, and others subject to the judge’s direction and control to 
act in a manner consistent with the judge’s obligations under this code.” 

Accordingly, Judge Brown Nichols is hereby publicly reprimanded for the 
conduct described above and pursuant to Commission Rule 17(a). The record in this 
case, consisting of the complaint, the judicial officer’s response, and this order shall 
be made public as required by Commission Rule 9(a).  

 

/ / / 
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Commission member Barbara Brown did not participate in the consideration 
of these matters. 

Dated: March 21, 2022 

FOR THE COMMISSION 

 

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

 
Copies of this order were distributed to all 
appropriate persons on March 21, 2022. 
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December 26, 2021 

Commission on Judicial Conduct 
1501 W. Washington Street, Suite 229 
Phoenix, Arizona 85007    
Sent Via E-Mail   

Re:  Notice of Complaint and Opportunity to Respond (Case No. 21-363) 

Members of the Commission: 

     Thank you for this opportunity to address the Commission regarding the subject complaint.   

The Commission received information about untimely rulings.  I have been asked to address this 

matter, as well as the fact that some of the subject orders were efiled by my Judicial Assistant 

well after the date stated on the subject orders.  I have also been requested to address a concern 

that I may have been inaccurately certifying my monthly salary certifications, that I have no 

outstanding matters older than 60 days.  

Esigning Process 

     Due to the amount of time that has passed since these orders and judgments were processed, I 

do not have a specific recollection of esigning them.  I esign many orders and judgments 

(“documents”) almost every day, and I change the dates on the documents to reflect the date I 

esign them.   In this regard, my Judicial Assistant (“JA”), Christal Stump, puts the proposed 

documents into my ready to review folder on ebench, and she has always listed the date on the 

proposed documents as the date they were submitted to the Court.  Because I am esigning 

documents after they were submitted to the Court, I constantly change the date on the documents 

to reflect the date I esign them. 

     I have efiled some documents that I have esigned.  However, I do not efile documents on a 

regular basis.  For the most part, after I esign documents, I put them into my JA Ms. Stump’s 

folder on ebench for her to efile.   

Resp (Brown Nichols)
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     I called Christine Sanchez with the Arizona Office of the Courts (“AOC”), who is the contact 

person at AOC regarding efiling and ebench.  I asked Ms. Sanchez if she could review the 

subject documents, and tell me when I esigned them and who efiled them.  In this regard, when 

you look at the subject documents, there is no date and time stamp with my e-signature.  Ms. 

Sanchez, was asked, in approximately August of 2021, to fix this issue, so that when I esign 

documents it will show the date and time I esigned them.  Unfortunately, this issue was not taken 

care of until several days ago, after I contacted Ms. Sanchez and asked her to please modify my 

e-signature so it will indicate the date and time I esign documents. 

     Ms. Sanchez advised me that all of the subject documents, that I have been asked to address 

because they were efiled well after the dates on the documents, were all efiled by my JA Ms. 

Stump.  I did not efile any of the subject documents.  Unfortunately, Ms. Sanchez informed that 

there is no way to determine when I esigned the subject documents.  My best recollection, since 

it is what I regularly do, is that I believe I dated the documents the date I esigned them.   Because 

I have to constantly change the date on the documents before I esign them, I have often copied 

and pasted the date into the documents, when I am signing many documents on a given day, so I 

do not have to keep typing the date in over and over again.   

     If I dated any of the subject documents incorrectly, or if I forgot to change the date that my 

JA had listed in the subject order, I sincerely apologize for that error.  It was a mistake that I 

assure the Commission will never happen again.  Again, at my request, my e-signature now 

shows the date and time I esign any documents. 

     Between January and March of 2021, my JA Ms. Stump was sick with a serious respiratory 

infection, and she was out of the office a lot, and working from home to the best of her ability.  

Also, she was out of the office on vacation between July 1, 2021 and July 7, 2021.  Ms. Stump 

works Mondays and Wednesdays through Fridays.  I have a second JA, Patty Normington, who 

works on Tuesdays.  Our calendar shows that Ms. Normington was working on July 6, 2021.   

     If I esigned the subject documents on the dates listed on the documents, and they were efiled 

later, it could have possibly been due to Ms. Stump having been out sick at times between 

January and March of 2021, or when she was out of the office on vacation between July 1, 2021 

and July 7, 2021. 

 

 



3 
 

Ruling on Matters Within 60 Days of Submission to Me 

 

     Regarding the issue and concern as to why I did not rule on the subject matters within 60 

days, my recollection is that I did rule within 60 days of the matters being actually submitted to 

me, with the possible exception of the CV2018-00364 – Discover Bank v. Jerimey Chaney and J. 

Doe case, which I address below.  In this regard, to ensure that I do not miss ruling timely on 

matters, I asked my JA Ms. Stump, approximately a year ago, to put all proposed documents that 

are efiled, that she receives from the Clerk’s Office, that I need to review and esign, directly into 

my ready to review folder on ebench.  As such, I know when they have been submitted to me for 

decision.   

     With respect to CV2018-00364 – Discover Bank v. Jerimey Chaney, based on an email I 

located from my JA, she put the proposed Judgment into my ebench folder on November 4, 

2020; however, when I checked on this matter after receiving the Commission’s letter, she 

informed me that she believes she put the proposed Judgment into my ebench folder on 

November 23, 2020, and, as you know, the docket shows that the default judgment was esigned 

and dated January 31, 2021, and efiled on February 12, 2021.  As such, I did not rule on this 

matter within 60 days of it being submitted to me for decision in ebench.  This was a mistake on 

my part.  I should have ruled on it within 60 days of the matter being submitted to me for 

decision.  Also, as I explained above, I do not recall why the default judgment that I esigned was 

dated January 31, 2021, but not efiled until February 12, 2021.  I made a mistake in dating the 

judgment, or not changing the date in the judgment, when I esigned it, if I did not in fact esign it 

on January 31, 2021. 

     Regarding, CV2021-00026 – Mohamed Karie v. Hon. Joshua Steinlage: A Motion to 

Supplement the Record was filed on April 19, 2021.  I esigned an order granting said motion that 

was dated June 30, 2021, and efiled on July 8, 2021.  As I have discussed above, I do not know 

why said order was dated June 30, 2021, and not efiled until July 8, 2021.  I either forgot to 

change the date on the order when I esigned it, or, due to Ms. Stump being on vacation from July 

1, 2021 to July 7, 2021, there was a delay in efiling the order.  What I do recall about this matter, 

is that it was assigned to another Judge for 96 days before it was reassigned to me.  I first became 

aware of this matter on or about April 22, 2021, when my JA gave me a copy of the Petition for 

Special Action with a note about the subject motion and that it had been transferred to me from 
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Division 2.  I mistakenly thought the note meant that the motion had been ruled on before the 

matter was transferred to me.  I did not realize my mistake until I reviewed the matter and ruled 

on the subject motion. 

 

Salary Certifications 

 

     I asked Ms. Sanchez and Ms. Valerie Wyant, our Clerk of the Court, if there is a way to 

determine when a document was put into my ebench folder in the past, after it has been esigned 

and efiled, and they both told me that there is no way to obtain this information.  At the time I 

signed my salary certifications, I thought I had ruled on the subject matters within 60 days of the 

matters actually being submitted to me for decision in my ebench folder.   This is also why I 

believed I did not sign my salary certifications in error during the time period regarding the 

subject orders. In this regard, I relied on this specific language in the salary certifications that I 

sign each month which states:  “No cause has been submitted to me for decision which remains 

pending and undetermined for sixty days or more since the date of submission for decision.”   

     After reviewing the CV2018-00364 (Discover Bank v. Jerimey Chaney) and CV2021-00026 

(Mohamed Karie v. Hon. Joshua Steinlage) matters, addressed above, I now realize that I ruled 

on these matters more than 60 days after they were submitted to me for decision.  As such, I 

made a mistake when I signed my salary certifications in January and June of 2021, if I esigned 

the subject orders after the effective date of said salary certifications. 

 

Matters Not Ruled On 

 

     Regarding the matters that I have been asked to address that were not ruled on as of the date 

of the Commission’s letter, I never received the proposed orders in my ebench folder, with the 

exception of the proposed order of stipulated dismissal in CV2019-00348 – Oak Creek Holding 

LLC v. Verizon Wireless LLC, which I address below, which is why I never ruled on them. I 

checked my ebench folder the day I received the Commission’s letter, and none of these matters 

were in my ebench folder, except for the proposed stipulated order of dismissal in CV2019-

00348 – Oak Creek Holding LLC v. Verizon Wireless LLC, which Ms. Stump informed me she 
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put into my ebench folder on October 9, 2021.  I esigned and efiled this order on November 29, 

2021. 

     I asked Ms. Stump to review the docket regarding the other four (4) cases, and to get the 

orders in my ebench folder as soon as possible, and I ruled on all of these matters as quickly as 

possible after receiving the Commission’s letter, as follows:     

• CV2020-00516 – Hughes Federal Credit Union v. Raymond Tso: Default Judgment 

esigned on November 19, 2021, and efiled on November 20, 2021. 

• CV2020-00508 – Discover Bank v. Jason Preston & John/Jane Doe:  Per the docket, no 

proposed Judgment was ever filed with the Court, and, at my request, my JA contacted 

counsel and requested said proposed Judgment, which was efiled on November 23, 2021, 

and this Judgment was esigned and efiled on November 24, 2021. 

• CV2020-00164 – CPX Lands, LLC v. Janice Brickman:  Stipulated Order of  dismissal 

was esigned and efiled on November 20, 2021. 

• CV2020-00288 – Investment Retrievers, Inc. v. Nicholas Curley: Default Judgment was 

esigned and efiled on November 20, 2021. 

Efiling Issues 

     Since our Court went to efiling through the present time, a large number of proposed orders 

and judgments that have been efiled with the Court, were never put into my ready to review 

folder in ebench, and, as such, I never knew about the matters until my JA told me about them, 

because she got a call from counsel or a pro per party, or counsel mentioned it at a hearing, or 

more recently, since approximately this past July, when our case flow manager began sending 

the Divisions reports listing matters that needed to be addressed.  Probation officers have also 

followed up with our Division to check on the status of proposed orders that I had not been made 

aware of until they contacted our Division.  

     Regarding the probation matters, Ms. Stump informed me that she either never received a 

copy of the subject order, or, she did, but it was not formatted correctly, and she contacted the 

probation officers and asked for corrected orders that she had not received. 

     From January through approximately June or July of this year, 2021, my JAs, Ms. Stump and 

Ms. Normington, would tell me on a regular basis that counsel or a pro per party called to check 

on the status of a matter, and they would check my ready to review folder on ebench and the 
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subject order was not in my folder to review.  They would then tell me about it, and put it into 

my ebench folder, and I would review it and esign it as soon as I could, typically that same day 

or the next day.   

     Except for the CV2018-00364 (Discover Bank v. Jerimey Chaney) and CV2021-00026 

(Mohamed Karie v. Hon. Joshua Steinlage) matters, as addressed above, and not including those 

matters that were not ruled on until after I received the Commission’s letter (of those five 

matters, as I addressed above, I was never made aware of four of these matters, and the other 

matter I had received a proposed order of dismissal the month before I received the 

Commission’s letter), I believe that all the remaining matters that I have been asked to address, 

are very likely matters that I did not know about when they were efiled, and I was made aware of 

them for the first time by my JA after she received a call or email checking on the status of the 

subject matter. 

     I have discussed this issue of not getting timely notice of efilings, with Ms. Stump, Ms. 

Normington, our Clerk of the Court, Ms. Wyant, and Carrie Faultner, the Presiding Judge’s JA, 

several times over this last year, because it has been so concerning to me.  Also, I have spoken to 

two other Judges on our bench, who also handle criminal and civil matters, and they have also 

experienced the same issue, not knowing about a proposed order that was efiled and not given to 

the Judge. 

     These efiling issues, over the last year especially, have been very stressful, because I take my 

position as a Judge very seriously, and I know the importance and requirement of ruling on 

matters timely.  Every time we get a call about a matter that I have not ruled on, and I did not 

know about, I try and take care of it immediately, and I have asked my JA to let counsel and the 

pro per parties know that I was never given the proposed order and that I will review it as soon 

as possible, which I have done each and every time. 

     Ms. Stump, has been my JA since I became a Superior Court Judge in January of 2013, and 

she has repeatedly assured me many times over the last year, that she is putting all the proposed 

orders and judgments that she receives via email from the Clerk’s Office into my ebench folder.  

On many occasions she has advised me that she never received the subject document, or, there 

have been times, that she believes she did put it into my folder because her computer shows that 

she received the subject document.  However, as I have told her, I do not  delete items from my 
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ebench folder, except for orders that I either confirm I already esigned and were efiled, when I 

check the docket, or it is a duplicate order. 

     Because of our concerns with the above-mentioned efiling issues this last year, Ms. Stump 

has been reviewing the efiling reports received from the Clerk’s Office each month, the monthly 

reports from our case flow manager regarding open cases, and the case flow manager’s more 

recent reports, since approximately July of this year, identifying any matters that need immediate 

attention.  Over the last several months, we are rarely receiving calls about a matter that we had 

no prior notice of from the Clerk’s Office. 

     After receiving the Complaint in this matter, and the primary reason I asked for an extension 

to respond, was to review my assigned cases over the last six months, to determine if I made any 

rulings more than 60 days after the matters were submitted to me for decision.  In doing so, I did 

identify four civil matters that I took under advisement, after hearings were held, and a lower 

court appeal, that were not ruled on within 60 days of the matters being submitted to me for 

decision, because they were not calendared correctly by me.  These matters have all been ruled 

on, and I will be submitting an amended/corrected salary certification for September and 

October, 2021. 

     I also currently have three lower court appeals pending beyond 60 days, wherein I had to 

request copies of the recordings of the trials because I could not open the files on the disks 

provided by the lower courts.  I have now received two (2) of the requested copies of the 

recordings, and our Court IT staff person completed a software update on my computer 

approximately a week ago, which will allow me to listen to the recordings.  As such, I will be 

ruling on these matters in the next few days.  I will file an amended/corrected salary certification 

regarding these matters. 

     I am not making any excuses for the issues addressed above.  I sincerely regret that any 

matter assigned to me was not ruled on within 60 days of the matters being submitted to me for 

decision.  As I have discussed above, I do believe that most of the matters in the Complaint were 

ruled on within 60 days of the matters actually being submitted to me for decision.  I and Ms. 

Stump have worked very hard to address the above-mentioned efiling issues, so that in the future 

I always rule on all matters within 60 days of the date they are filed with the Court.   

     I take my responsibilities and duties as a Judge very seriously, and to prevent any future 

issues with timely rulings, I am going to work extremely hard at ruling on all matters no later 
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than 30 days after they are submitted for decision.  I also plan to rule on routine matters, such as 

stipulated dismissals and default judgments, within one week of the matters being submitted to 

me.  Also, over the last year, I have not been receiving the limited jurisdiction court appeals 

timely from the Clerk’s Office.  I will be reviewing the monthly reports from our case flow 

manager to ensure that the appeals clerk is sending the lower court appeals to me timely.  

     Ms. Stump and I will also jointly calendar my under advisements and limited jurisdiction 

court appeals to ensure that all of my rulings are made timely. 

Mitigation 

     I know the importance of ruling on matters timely.  I have been a Judge for 17 years at the 

end of this month.  My first eight years on the bench, I served as a full-time Judge Pro Tem in 

the Flagstaff Justice Court, and I also had a Superior Court Pro Tem appointment during this 

time period.  I have also served as a Superior Court Judge for nine years at the end of this month.  

Prior to our Court going to efiling, I never had an issue ruling on matters timely, because the 

Clerk’s Office would send all paper files with the subject pleadings attached, directly to the 

Division.  Since we have gone to efiling in the last few years, I have relied on my JA and the 

Clerk’s Office to put all the proposed documents that need my review and e-signature into my 

ebench folder.   

     As I have detailed above, I, along with other Judges on our bench, are not receiving all of the 

proposed documents timely.  I have been greatly concerned about why we are not getting timely 

notification of all ebench filings.  In this regard, over the last year, Ms. Stump has advised me 

that she has been printing up the monthly reports regarding efilings, and approximately six 

months ago, I asked her to review the monthly reports generated by our case flow manager, to 

ensure that we know about all the matters assigned to our Division.   

     This is absolutely no excuse, but I think the main reason that I have not ruled timely on every 

matter submitted to me, over the last year (unless I requested an extension from the Chief 

Justice), for the first time in my lengthy judicial career, is because between October 13, 2020, 

and October 8, 2021, I have presided over seven criminal jury trials, some of which have been 

very serious and lengthy.  During this same time frame, all of the other Judges on our bench have 

each only been in a jury trial once.  Also, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the logistics of trying 

to keep court staff, attorneys, defendants, victims, witnesses and jurors safe during these trials 
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has also weighed on me, and has required far more of my time then presiding over trials prior to 

the pandemic. 

     I have also been consistently told by our Presiding Judges that I have always had the largest 

or one of the largest caseloads of any Judge on our bench.  In this regard, I handle a fourth of the 

criminal cases (although an additional Judge has also been assigned some criminal cases and 

trials this last year), a fourth of the civil cases, limited jurisdiction court appeals and 

administrative appeals, veterans court (a therapeutic treatment court), election law cases, duty 

court every six weeks, and family law and Title 36 mental health cases when the assigned judges 

have a conflict.  Between January 1, 2021, and March 31, 2021, I was assigned all the Title 36 

mental health cases. 

     Our Court also started accepting criminal case efilings on or about November 1, 2020, which 

combined with my civil caseload, dramatically increased the amount of matters I was reviewing 

on ebench.  Also, between January 1, 2021, and March 24, 2021, we were without a Judge in 

Division 3 due to Judge Moran’s retirement at the end of December, 2020.  During this time 

period, I, along with one other Judge, reviewed and signed orders regarding pending civil and 

criminal matters assigned to Division 3. 

     During this last year, I have also mentored our two newest Judges.  Answering their questions 

regarding trial issues, and issues relating to civil, criminal and Title 36 mental health cases. In 

this regard, I typically discuss and answer civil law questions from one of the Judges almost 

every day of the work week. 

     I have consistently worked very hard at my job, and during the last nine years, I have never 

taken more than 10 days total of vacation during the year, and it has been far less than that the 

last two years. 

     In the almost nine years that I have been a Superior Court Judge serving in Division 5, up 

until this last year, I never had an issue with ruling timely on matters submitted to me, and I did 

not make any mistakes signing my salary certifications.  I believe that presiding over seven 

criminal jury trials, during the COVID-19 pandemic, on top of an already large caseload, dealing 

with the backlog of criminal trials created by the pandemic, the issues we have had with matters 

not submitted to me timely in efiling as detailed above, the large increase in efiling with both 

civil and criminal cases, resulted in my JA, Ms. Stump, and I, not properly calendaring some of 

my under advisement rulings, some of my limited jurisdiction court appeals, and Ms. Stump not 
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able to spend enough time reviewing the efiling reports from the Clerk’s Office and the monthly 

reports from our case flow manager, to determine if there were matters assigned to our Division, 

but never submitted to me for decision in ebench.   

     In the past, when we would typically be in trial a few times in a year, my JA and I both had 

much more time to spend reviewing the monthly case flow reports to review the list of pending 

cases, and make sure I had taken any needed action on all pending matters.  Our calendar was so 

full of criminal jury trials, some lengthy and very serious, between October of 2020, and October 

of 2021, it simply and clearly overwhelmed both me and my JA. 

     We have taken the following steps to ensure that my orders are dated correctly and I timely 

rule on all pending matters:  Ms. Stump and Ms. Normington are consistently reviewing the 

monthly efiling reports, and the pending cases on the monthly case flow reports, with the docket 

in each case, to ensure all pending matters have been submitted to me for decision in ebench; my 

e-signature now shows the date and time I have esigned the document; starting this week my JA 

will date all proposed orders with the same date that they are put into my ebench folder; and I am 

requesting that the Clerk’s Office, starting on December 27, 2021, email me a copy of the same 

email they send to my JA notifying us that a document has been efiled, that way there is no 

question about whether I have received notice of an efiling matter.  

     I believe that the above-mentioned steps and process will ensure that I always rule timely on 

all matters assigned to me.  Thank you for taking the time to consider my response to the subject 

complaint. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Judge Cathleen Brown Nichols 

 

 

 

 




