
State of Arizona 

COMMISSION ON JUDICIAL CONDUCT 

Disposition of Complaint 22-218 

Judge: Bruce E. Staggs 

Complainant:  Gerald Henry 

ORDER 

The Complainant alleged a justice of the peace made an improper comment 
about religion in a court hearing. The Commission’s investigation revealed that the 
justice of the peace also may have engaged in ex parte communications and failed to 
follow the law by injecting himself as an advocate into the proceedings.  

Cochise County Justice of the Peace, Benson Precinct, Judge Bruce E. Staggs, 
presided over a contested hearing involving four intertwined injunctions against 
harassment (IJAH) between feuding neighbors – the Montijos and the Henrys. At the 
conclusion of the hearing, Judge Staggs dismissed the IJAHs as to Mrs. Henry, 
however, he upheld the IJAHs as to Mr. Henry. Judge Staggs then made a statement 
to the parties about potentially trying to resolve the dispute, despite the no contact 
order, as follows: 

I know you got a solid foundation in Christ. I don’t know what you guys’ 
beliefs are, but I know you do. If you have that, we can modify this thing 
to where you guys can have contact through email and maybe try to 
work this out to where you can be good citizens.  

The comment about having a solid foundation in Christ was directed to Mr. Montijo. 

Following this hearing, Mr. Henry, through his counsel, Wallace Hoggatt, filed 
a Motion for Change of Judge for Cause in a pending criminal case before Judge 
Staggs stemming from an alleged violation of the IJAH. The motion alleged that 
Judge Staggs improperly considered ex parte information about the Montijos’ 
religious views, that Judge Staggs’ comment showed impermissible bias, and that 
Judge Staggs appeared to rely on the parties’ religious views in evaluating the IJAHs. 
Mr. Hoggatt personally filed the motion at the counter at Judge Staggs’ court. Judge 
Staggs spoke directly to Mr. Hoggatt at the time the motion was filed, in which he 
denied he had any bias. Mr. Hoggatt inferred from this comment, and the tone of 
voice, that Judge Staggs was displeased with the motion being filed. The motion was 
referred to the Cochise County Presiding Justice of the Peace, Trevor Ward, and 
Judge Ward assigned Judge Curfman to hear the motion. At a hearing on the motion, 
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Judge Curfman provided to both parties a copy of a document entitled “Response to 
Motion and Court Order,” in which Judge Staggs argued that Mr. Henry’s motion did 
not make an adequate argument to support a change of judge for cause, but 
nonetheless, pursuant to Rule 10.1, Ariz.R.Crim.Pro., he would refer the matter to 
the presiding judge for ruling. The certificate of service on the document prepared by 
Judge Staggs does not show that it was distributed to either party. Judge Curfman 
granted the motion for change of judge for cause, and Mr. Henry’s criminal case was 
ultimately resolved through a diversion agreement before another justice of the 
peace. 

In his response, Judge Staggs admitted to making the comment about religion, 
and the court recording confirmed the statement was made. Judge Staggs 
acknowledged the impropriety of the comment, but stated he was merely trying to 
encourage communication between the neighbors. With respect to the conversation 
with Mr. Hoggatt at the time the motion for change of judge for cause was filed, Judge 
Staggs claimed no details of the case were discussed. Judge Staggs also indicated that 
failure to distribute the “Response to Motion and Court Order” was an issue of staff 
training, and that he and his court manager were rectifying this issue.  

Judge Staggs was previously publicly reprimanded for, in part, an improper 
comment about religion in CJC Case Nos. 18-077 and 18-143.  

The Commission found that Judge Staggs’ conduct violated the following 
provisions of the Code of Judicial Conduct: 

● Rule 1.2, which states, “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, which states, “A judge shall uphold and apply the law, and shall 
perform all duties of judicial office fairly and impartially.”  

● Rule 2.3(B), which states, “ A judge shall not, in the performance of judicial 
duties, by words or conduct manifest bias or prejudice, or engage in 
harassment, including but not limited to bias, prejudice, or harassment 
based upon race, sex, gender, religion, national origin, ethnicity, disability, 
age, sexual orientation, marital status, socioeconomic status, or political 
affiliation, and shall not permit court staff, court officials, or others subject 
to the judge’s direction and control to do so.” 
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● Rule 2.4(B), which states, “A judge shall not permit family, social, political, 
financial, or other interests or relationships to influence the judge’s judicial 
conduct or judgment.” 

● Rule 2.9(A), which states, “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 . . .”  

● Rule 2.10(A), which states, “A judge shall not make any public statement 
that might reasonably be expected to affect the outcome or impair the 
fairness of a matter pending or impending in any court, or make any 
nonpublic statement that might substantially interfere with a fair trial or 
hearing.” 

Accordingly, Justice of the Peace Bruce E. Staggs 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).  

Commission members Roger D. Barton and Christopher P. Staring did not 
participate in the consideration of this matter. 

Dated: May 31, 2023 

FOR THE COMMISSION 

 

/s/ Joseph C. Kreamer     
Hon. Joseph C. Kreamer 
Commission Vice-chair 

 
Copies of this order were distributed to all 
appropriate persons on May 31, 2023. 





-----Original Message-----
From: 
Sent: Tuesday, December 20, 2022 8:26 AM
To: Commission on Judicial Conduct <CommissionJudicialCo@courts.az.gov>
Subject: RE: CJC Case No. 22-218

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organization. Do not click links or open attachments unless
you recognize the sender and know the content is safe.

------- Original Message -------
From    : Commission on Judicial Conduct[mailto:CommissionJudicialCo@courts.az.gov]
Sent    : 12/19/2022 9:39:55 AM
To      :
Cc      :
Subject : RE: CJC Case No. 22-218

 the  date  of  that hearing  was  2-3-22

Good morning:

The Commission is investigating the allegations of your complaint against Justice of the Peace Bruce Staggs in
reference to Case No. CM202200014. In your complaint, you mentioned that  Judge Staggs was discussing religion
at the end of a hearing, but you did not specify the date of that hearing. Was it June 14, 2022 – the same date that
you submitted your complaint? Or were you referencing a prior hearing date?
Please let us know the date
 of the hearing in which that interaction occurred.

We do apologize for the delay in our investigation. We had staffing shortages in 2021 and part of 2022 that have
delayed our case processing times. We are working diligently to clear  the backlog.

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Arizona Commission on Judicial Conduct
1501 W. Washington, Suite 229
Phoenix, AZ  85007
602-452-3200
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