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Minnesota Judicial Branch Seeks  
Public Input About Courts  

Access and Fairness Survey ensures 
Judicial Branch accountability  

The Minnesota Judicial Branch wants to know how court users feel about their experi-

ence with the court system. 

To gather public input about its services, the Branch launched an Access and Fairness 

Survey in August 2023.  The survey asks court users to rate the court’s accessibility, 

fairness, equality, and respectfulness.  

“We take the Access and Fairness Survey very seriously,” says Supreme Court Chief 

Justice Lorie Gildea.  “It’s a window 

into how court users perceive us – and 

our report card for what we’re doing 

well and what we can do better.” 

The survey will gather feedback from 

participants in legal matters, attorneys, 

service counter users, friends and fam-

ily of court users, jurors and potential 

jurors, victims, witnesses, and all other 

users of the court system.  In addition 

to surveying remote and in-person 

hearing participants, the 2023 Access 

and Fairness Survey will seek input 

from Court Payment Center customers, 

MJB website visitors, Statewide Self 

Help Center customers, and External 

Application Support Team customers. 
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The Honorable Caroline H. Lennon 

has been elected to continue serving 

as chief judge of Minnesota’s First 

Judicial District for a new two-year 

term.  The position is filled by an elec-

tion conducted by district judges who 

serve in the First Judicial District.  Af-

ter having been elevated to chief 

judge from assistant chief judge upon 

the retirement of former Chief Judge 

Kevin Mark in January, Judge Len-

non’s first full term as chief judge be-

gan on July 1, 2023. 

Judge Lennon joined the bench in 

November 2008 and is the longest 

serving judge chambered in Scott 

County currently.  In 2010, Judge 

Lennon established the Scott County 

Early Case Management program for 

Family cases.  Judge Lennon has 

served on the district’s Executive 

Committee for 10 years consulting on 

district wide issues.  Judge Lennon 

served as a treatment court judge for 

3 years.  Judge Lennon has chaired 

the Scott County Justice Steering 

Committee for 12 years.  Judge Len-

non served on the State Sentencing 

Guidelines Commission from 2012-

2020.   

“I’m happy to be able to serve the dis-

trict as Chief and hope we can contin-

ue to improve the quality of service 

we provide to our citizens.”    

The Honorable Vicki Vial Taylor has 

been reelected to serve a two-year 

term as assistant chief judge in the 

First Judicial District.  Her term will 

also begin on July 1, 2023. 

Minnesota Judicial Branch Seeks Public Input About the Courts 

(Continued from page 1)  

It’s a big undertaking, but it’s worth it 

because the responses help us build a 

better judiciary that effectively serves 

the people of Minnesota,” says State 

Court Administrator Jeff Shorba.  “The 

Access and Fairness Survey ensures 

accountability of the Judicial Branch 

and helps us improve overall court 

operations – and we hope it also 

builds public trust and confidence in 

what we do” 

This is the fourth Access and Fairness 

Survey the Minnesota Judicial Branch 

has conducted.  Previous surveys 

happened in 2008, 2013, and 2019.  

Results from these surveys can be 

found in the Judicial Branch’s annual 

Performance Measures reports. 

“These surveys provide a wealth of 

information that we use to enhance 

court services,” says Debra Mueske, 

District Administrator for the 7
th
 and 8

th
 

Judicial Districts.  “Learning peoples’ 

honest experiences with the court 

helps us understand what we need to  

improve and how we  need to improve 

it.” 

The 2023 Access and Fairness Sur-

vey will run August through Novem-

ber, though each court location will 

select a shorter window within this 

four-month period to conduct local 

surveys.  

The Branch will report the survey’s 

findings in 2024 as part of its annual 

Performance Measures reports, which 

are published each Fall. 

The Honorable Caroline H. Lennon  
elected to continue serving as  

First Judicial District Chief Judge 
The Honorable Vicki Vial Taylor reelected to serve as Assistant Chief Judge

https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/Overview/JudicialDirectory/Bio.aspx?jid=1631
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/Overview/JudicialDirectory/Bio.aspx?jid=1811
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/PublicationsAndReports.aspx#tab02performancemeasures
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/PublicationsAndReports.aspx#tab02performancemeasures
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As delivered by Minnesota Supreme 

Court Chief Justice Lorie S. Gildea to 

the 2023 Minnesota State Bar Associ-

ation (MSBA) Annual Conference on 

June 21, 2023: 

“Good afternoon, members of the Min-

nesota Bar.  Thank you so much for 

inviting me to join your Annual Con-

vention, and for this opportunity to pre-

sent the State of the Judiciary. 

As I’m sure many of you have heard 

by now, this will be my final State of 

the Judiciary address before I leave 

the Supreme Court later this fall.  It 

has been an honor and privilege to be 

able to deliver the State of the Judici-

ary for the past 13 years, and I believe 

this tradition is an important way for us 

to sustain the strong relationship be-

tween Bench and Bar here in Minne-

sota.  I look forward to seeing this tra-

dition continue in the years ahead with 

the next Chief Justice. 

Speaking of changes in leadership, I 

offer my congratulations and thanks to 

Paul Peterson for his service as MSBA 

president.  The strong partnership we 

enjoy between Bench and Bar starts at 

the very top, and I can’t say enough 

about the support Paul and the MSBA 

have offered in the past year.  I call 

particular attention to the work of the 

MSBA during the most recent Legisla-

tive Session, which had a big impact 

on the success of our justice system at 

the Capitol this year. 

Paul, thank you for being such a vocal 

advocate and supporter of our judici-

ary, and congratulations on an ex-

tremely successful year as Bar presi-

dent. 

And while I know the official “passing 

of the gavel” won’t happen until later 

this evening, I want to be among the 

first to welcome Paul Floyd on becom-

ing the next president of our Bar Asso-

ciation. 

Paul, thank you for stepping up and 

taking on this important role.  I wish 

you the best in the year ahead. 

As I prepare for my own “passing of 

the gavel” ceremony later this year, I 

am pleased to leave you with a really 

positive update on the state of our ju-

diciary in Minnesota. 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the 
Judiciary Address 

The Honorable Caroline H. Lennon Elected to Continue 
Serving as First Judicial District Chief Judge 

(Continued from page 2)  

Judge Vicki Vial Taylor was appointed 

to the First District bench in November 

2018.  Judge Taylor is chambered in 

the Dakota County Courthouse in Has-

tings.  Judge Taylor is currently as-

signed to Juvenile Court, in addition to 

presiding over all other case types.   

According to state statute, the chief 

judge of a judicial district exercises 

general administrative authority over 

the courts within the district, including 

assigning judges to serve in locations 

throughout the district.  The chief 

judge of each judicial district also 

serves as a member of the administra-

tive policy-making authority for the 

Minnesota Judicial Branch, the Minne-

sota Judicial Council.  No judge may 

serve as chief judge or assistant chief 

judge for more than two consecutive 

two-year terms. 
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Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 

(Continued from page 3)  

My optimism for the future is fueled, 

in part, by the success our justice 

system achieved during this most 

recent Legislative Session. 

This success was no accident. In the 

months leading up to the Session, 

the Bench and Bar partnered to form 

a coalition around the common goal 

of securing critical funding for our 

state’s justice system. 

This coalition worked hand-in-hand 

throughout a long and uncertain Ses-

sion, focusing on our shared mes-

sage that preserving public safety 

and access to justice needed to be 

among our state’s highest priorities. 

The result of those efforts was a 

Public Safety budget bill that includ-

ed vital funding for some of our judi-

ciary’s most important priorities. 

The investments made by the Legis-

lature this Session will ensure our 

courts have the judges and work-

force we need to keep up with our 

incoming caseload and maintain 

timely access to justice. 

The bill will fund courtroom technolo-

gy enhancements that will support 

our continued use of online hearings. 

It will help us reduce the backlog of 

Major Criminal cases, and address 

the rising cost of providing psycho-

logical examinations in criminal and 

civil commitment cases. 

The Legislature also provided major 

new investments for the Board of 

Public Defense and civil legal ser-

vices. 

For the Board of Public Defense, the 

Legislature provided funding equiva-

lent to 206 new employees, which 

will help bring down the crushing 

workloads facing our state’s public 

defenders. 

The bill also provided an 85% in-

crease in the total funding that goes 

to civil legal services, which will un-

doubtedly help close the civil justice 

gap in Minnesota. 

I offer our gratitude and appreciation 

to Governor Walz and all of our legis-

lative champions who supported our 

budget request, and who fought for 

our justice system in those critical 

final weeks of the Legislative Ses-

sion. 

And, of course, I thank all of the peo-

ple and organizations who were part 

of our justice system coalition, in-

cluding the MSBA and all of its mem-

bers.  We couldn’t have achieved 

this success without your support, 

and our work at the Capitol this Ses-

sion will undoubtedly improve how 

our justice system serves the people 

of Minnesota for years to come. 

As a result of this historic and need-

ed reinvestment, I am proud to say 

that the state of Minnesota’s judiciary 

is strong, and the future of our justice 

system is bright. 

After three difficult years, we have 

reached the other side of the pan-

demic more unified, more innovative, 

and better prepared to meet the 

needs of Minnesotans.  While we 

know there will be challenges ahead, 

our judiciary is committed to eliminat-

ing barriers to our courts, and ensur-

ing timely access to justice for all 

Minnesotans.    

During my remarks, I’m going to 

highlight the impact this new invest-

ment will have on our state’s courts, 

and on our ability to serve our justice 

partners and the people of Minneso-

ta. 

I will begin with an update on our 

oneCourt Hearings Initiative, and the 

continued evolution of how our 
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courts use remote hearings to in-

crease access to justice. 

During the pandemic, our courts used 

remote hearings to maintain access 

to justice at a time when physical ac-

cess to our courthouses was limited 

due to public health precautions.  

While this transition was borne out of 

necessity, it quickly became clear 

that the people we serve appreciated 

the ease and convenience of online 

court appearances. 

Through surveys and focus groups, 

court users told us that remote hear-

ings increased access to justice and 

removed barriers to attending court.  

Based on the positive feedback we 

received from court users, in late 

2021, the Minnesota Judicial Council 

made the strategic decision to em-

brace the long-term use of remote 

hearings in our district courts.  And in 

June 2022, our historic oneCourtMN 

Hearings Initiative (OHI) Policy offi-

cially took effect. 

The OHI Policy – which is officially 

Judicial Council Policy 525 – sets out 

statewide guidelines for which non-

criminal hearings are presumptively 

held in person, and which are pre-

sumptively remote. 

For criminal and juvenile delinquency 

proceedings, the Policy, for now, 

gives each judicial district the authori-

ty to develop local guidelines for 

when remote and in-person hearings 

are used.  Though, as we’ll discuss, 

our hope is to move toward a more 

consistent, statewide framework in 

the future. 

As we’ve now been working under 

Policy 525 for a little more than a 

year, let’s take a look at what it has 

meant in practice. 

Since Policy 525 took effect last 

June, 87% of all non-criminal hear-

ings in the state have been held re-

motely.  An additional three percent 

were considered hybrid hearings, in 

which some participants are in per-

son, and others remote.  Only 10% of 

non-criminal hearings have been held 

fully in person. 

In criminal cases, working under each 

judicial district’s local hearing plans, 

60% of all hearings have been held 

either fully remote or hybrid.  The oth-

er 40% have been fully in person. 

It is hard to capture just how sudden 

and dramatic of a change this has 

been to court operations.  If you think 

back to 2019, it would have been al-

most impossible to imagine more 

than half of all court hearings being 

held in virtual courtrooms.  But while 

this transformation was borne out of 

necessity, I don’t think there are 

many people eager to return to our 

pre-pandemic normal or who would 

turn their backs on the benefits we 

have found with the broader use of 

remote technology. 

Since Policy 525 went into effect, we 

have continued to gather input and 

feedback from court stakeholders 

about our approach to remote hear-

ings. 

Over the past year, we have held 

three rounds of justice partner meet-

ings, which have involved more than 

60 organizations, including the 

MSBA.  During these meetings, we 

heard overwhelmingly positive feed-

back.  Our justice partners told us 

that remote hearings increase access 

to justice, make their work more effi-

cient, and allow them to serve Minne-

sotans more effectively. 

In addition to these justice partner 

meetings, we are also working to 

gather input directly from litigants and 

other hearing participants. 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 

(Continued from page 4)  
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This past December, we launched a 

statewide hearing participant survey, 

which asks litigants, attorneys, and 

other participants in both online and in

-person hearings, to provide feedback

about their experiences. 

To date, we’ve received thousands of 

survey responses, and we will contin-

ue to collect them through June.  

Looking at the preliminary data we’ve 

compiled so far, it’s clear that there is 

strong support for the use of remote 

hearings. 

More than three-quarters of survey 

respondents so far have said they’d 

prefer to attend a future hearing re-

motely, rather than in person. 

A significant majority of hearing partic-

ipants surveyed told us they had no 

difficulty attending their hearings. 

And, crucially, only a small percentage 

of hearing participants reported any 

difficulty using technology to attend 

their hearings. 

As I said, this is just preliminary data, 

and we will be publishing a more com-

plete survey analysis in the next few 

months.  But it is important to see that 

the people who depend on our courts 

continue to support the balanced ap-

proach we are taking to remote, hy-

brid, and in-person hearings. 

Over the course of the next year, the 

Judicial Branch will be taking all of the 

feedback and data we’ve collected 

since Policy 525 went into effect, and 

use that feedback to refine and adjust 

the Policy to make sure it is meeting 

the needs of our courts and users. 

Ideally, we’d like to move toward a 

statewide framework for how criminal 

and juvenile delinquency hearings are 

held, but it’s too early in the process to 

know exactly what that approach may 

look like.  Our steering committee that 

is overseeing this new hearing Policy 

will present its recommendations next 

summer, so you should expect to hear 

more about the next phase of the 

oneCourtMN Hearings Initiative in the 

second half of 2024. 

The bottom line is that we are continu-

ing to hear positive feedback about 

the oneCourt Hearings Initiative Poli-

cy.  We are committed to building on 

this strategy going forward, and the 

new investments we received from the 

Legislature this Session will help us 

continue to enhance the technologies 

we use to make remote and hybrid 

hearings a success. 

I am also pleased to report that the 

Legislature’s investment in our justice 

system will help us eliminate the re-

mainder of our pandemic backlog of 

felony and gross misdemeanor cases. 

As all of you will undoubtedly recall, 

the public health precautions in place 

during the height of the pandemic se-

verely limited how much in-person 

activity could happen in our courthous-

es.  As a result, between the start of 

the pandemic and November 2021, 

we saw the number of Major Criminal 

cases awaiting resolution in our district 

courts grow by nearly 40%. 

Thankfully, in late 2021, we secured 

federal pandemic relief funding to help 

us tackle that backlog.  We used that 

investment to hire temporary staff, use 

senior judges, and hold special case 

resolution events to bring down the 

backlog.  I’m proud to say our criminal 

clearance rates over the past year 

have been higher than we’ve ever 

tracked before.  As a result, as of this 

month, we have brought down the 

backlog by more than 10,000 cases, 

or 78%.  Even better, 67 of our 87 dis-

trict courts have completely eliminated 

their pandemic backlogs. 

Our challenge coming into this year 

was that the federal funding we were 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 

(Continued from page 5)  



The First Edition 7 

The First Edition SUMMER 2023 

relying on to reduce the backlog was 

set to expire.  Which is why we are so 

grateful to the Legislature for dedicat-

ing $4.2 million in one-time funding to 

help us finish off the remainder of the 

pandemic backlog. 

Our success in shrinking this signifi-

cant backlog could not have hap-

pened without a lot of hard work, not 

only by our district court judges and 

staff, but by our prosecutors, public 

defenders, and private attorneys who 

are taking on bigger and bigger case-

loads to help bring down the backlog. 

I thank the Bar and our justice part-

ners for all your efforts to help us ad-

dress the backlog and ensure timely 

access to justice for the people of 

Minnesota.  This has been a 

statewide, collaborative effort, and the 

people who depend on our courts will 

benefit greatly from our shared work. 

As we move beyond the impacts of 

the pandemic, our courts are continu-

ing to evolve and innovate to meet the 

changing needs of court users.  Let 

me quickly walk you through some 

key innovations and initiatives hap-

pening in our courts.  

Last summer, shortly after my previ-

ous State of the Judiciary address, we 

completed rollout of Minnesota Court 

Records Online, or MCRO.  This new 

application provides, for the first time, 

online access to most public district 

court case documents. 

To date, more than 22 million docu-

ments have been accessed through 

MCRO, making it perhaps the great-

est expansion in access to court rec-

ords in the history of our state. 

I am also pleased to share that this 

past Session, the Legislature eliminat-

ed the statutory requirement to 

charge an $8 fee for uncertified cop-

ies of court records.  That means, 

effective July 1, you will no longer pay 

$8 for an uncertified paper copy of a 

court record at the courthouse.  It also 

means we will not be charging a fee 

to view or download case records 

through MCRO.  In other words, bar-

ring any future legislative action, ac-

cess to documents in MCRO will con-

tinue to be provided at no cost to us-

ers. 

Looking ahead, our courts are also 

getting ready to implement recent 

changes to Court Rules governing 

audio and video coverage of criminal 

court proceedings. 

During my time as Chief Justice, the 

Supreme Court has issued several 

orders expanding access to cameras 

in the courtroom.  In 2013, we author-

ized the use of cameras in civil pro-

ceedings with the consent of the 

judge.  In 2018, following a three-year 

pilot, we made it easier to use record-

ing devices in sentencing hearings 

and other criminal proceedings that 

occur after guilt has been established. 

On January 1 of next year, our 

Court’s latest order will increase cam-

era access for criminal trial proceed-

ings.  Rather than requiring both par-

ties and the judge to agree to the use 

of a camera in the courtroom, the new 

Rules will allow the judge to authorize 

the use of recording devices in crimi-

nal trials, subject to a number of limi-

tations outlined in the Rules. 

The amended Rules provide a num-

ber of factors for district court judges 

to consider in determining whether to 

grant a request for coverage, includ-

ing the positions of the parties, the 

wishes of any victims, and the level of 

public interest in the trial, among oth-

er factors. 

I recognize that there remain many 

different viewpoints on this issue in 

our justice community, and our 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 

(Continued from page 6)  
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Court’s order acknowledges the very 

valid concerns raised around increas-

ing the use of cameras in criminal 

trials.  At the same time, as stated in 

our order, we believe these Rules 

changes will “promote transparency 

and confidence in the basic fairness 

that is an essential component of our 

system of justice in Minnesota” while 

also protecting “the constitutional 

rights and safety of all participants in 

criminal proceedings.” 

I’m also happy to share an update on 

the Legal Paraprofessionals Pilot Pro-

ject, which continues to show positive 

results. 

The Legal Paraprofessional Pilot Pro-

ject began in early 2021 as an effort 

to close the civil justice gap in Minne-

sota.  The idea was to allow legal 

paraprofessionals, under the supervi-

sion of a licensed attorney, to provide 

legal advice and, in some cases, rep-

resent a client in court in two legal 

areas: landlord-tenant disputes and 

family law disputes. 

While the Pilot got off to a slow start – 

due, in no small part, to it being 

launched during a global pandemic – 

we are now up to 24 approved legal 

paraprofessionals working across the 

state.  Even better, we have seen 

great participation from around Min-

nesota, including in the metro area, 

regional centers, and smaller rural 

communities.  By the end of 2022, 

legal paraprofessionals had provided 

representation in 159 cases across 

Minnesota. 

The feedback we have received from 

the paraprofessionals and supervis-

ing attorneys involved in this Pilot has 

been overwhelmingly positive.  

Paraprofessionals tell us they can 

see how their involvement is expand-

ing access to justice, by serving those 

who would otherwise go unrepresent-

ed.  Supervising attorneys tell us they 

value their involvement in the Pilot, 

and that having their paraprofession-

als take on additional tasks allows 

them to focus their time on more 

pressing issues. 

The Pilot is currently authorized 

through March 2024, and the Stand-

ing Committee monitoring it will then 

deliver its final report and recommen-

dations to the Supreme Court.  My 

message to all of you is that this Pilot, 

while modest in scale, is having a real 

impact on increasing access to justice 

across our state.  And there is still 

time for paraprofessionals and super-

vising attorneys to get involved in this 

groundbreaking and worthwhile effort. 

Please, if you know a paralegal who 

is ready to take on more responsibili-

ties and new challenges, take a mo-

ment to learn more about the Legal 

Paraprofessional Pilot Project on our 

website.  And stay tuned over the 

next year, as our Court decides the 

future of the Pilot, and whether to ex-

pand or make permanent this new 

approach to addressing the unmet 

legal needs of Minnesotans. 

The goal of the Legal Paraprofession-

al Pilot is a perfect segue to the final 

section of my presentation today, 

which will focus on increasing attor-

ney access in Minnesota. 

For as optimistic as I am about the 

future of our state’s justice system, I 

believe one of the most pressing 

challenges facing our legal communi-

ty is lack of attorneys in rural commu-

nities. 

According to an American Bar Asso-

ciation report from 2020, some 40% 

of all counties in the United States 

have fewer than one lawyer per 1,000 

residents.  These areas have been 

dubbed “legal deserts,” and we know 

there are many such deserts here in 

the land of 10,000 lakes. 

As a daughter of rural Minnesota, this 

is an issue near and dear to my heart.  

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 
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And it is an issue that has a huge 

impact on the many Minnesotans 

who live in rural communities, and 

who now face an uphill battle in ac-

cessing justice. 

In the Judicial Branch, we have made 

preserving court services in rural 

communities a top priority.  In 2018, 

we undertook a statewide reengi-

neering effort to move work from 

around the state to our smallest, 

most rural courthouses.  This en-

sured the staff working in those rural 

locations had the workload needed to 

justify keeping those courthouse ser-

vice windows open to the public. 

In addition, the Judicial Branch’s shift 

to more remote hearings was driven, 

in part, by feedback that attorneys in 

metro areas could more easily serve 

out-of-county and rural residents. 

Just as the Judicial Branch has 

strived to preserve equal access to 

justice across our great state, I be-

lieve the state Bar should have an 

equal commitment to preserving ac-

cess to legal representation across 

Minnesota. 

There is a tremendous amount of 

good work happening nationally that 

Minnesota can tap into. 

The National Center for State Court’s 

Rural Justice Collaborative is bring-

ing together justice system leaders 

from across the country to advance 

innovation, promote collaboration, 

and raise awareness of rural justice 

system needs. That committee has 

explored several different state-level 

approaches to increase access to 

attorneys in rural areas, including: 

• Montana’s Rural Incubator Pro-

ject for Lawyers, which trains and

supports attorneys as they devel-

op and launch new solo or small

firm law practices in rural areas.

• South Dakota’s Rural Attorney

Recruitment Program, which pro-

vides financial incentives for at-

torneys who spend five years of

continuous practice in eligible

rural areas.

• And Kansas’ new Rural Justice

Initiative Committee, which is

exploring options to address un-

met legal needs in that state’s

rural areas.

I encourage the Bar to look at these 

examples and to work on a Minneso-

ta-focused strategy for increasing 

access to legal representation in rural 

communities.  This is an issue in 

need of a cohesive, statewide strate-

gy and, I believe, a perfect place for 

the Bench and Bar to work together 

to ensure all Minnesotans have equal 

access to justice. 

On a related note, and to close my 

remarks today, I’m going to update 

you on the recent work undertaken 

by the Board of Law Examiners re-

garding the future of the Minnesota 

Bar Exam. 

In June 2021, the Board of Law Ex-

aminers announced plans to conduct 

a comprehensive two-year study of 

the Exam.  The goal was to ensure 

that the process we use for determin-

ing the competency of new attorneys 

continues to uphold the public’s trust 

and confidence, without creating in-

equitable barriers to groups histori-

cally underrepresented in the practice 

of law. 

After a lengthy process involving nu-

merous workgroups, draft recommen-

dations, and public comment, the 

Board just submitted its report and 

recommendations to the Supreme 

Court on June 1. 

As the Court currently has this report 

under advisement, I won’t go into too 

much detail about the Board’s rea-

soning and recommendations.  You 

can find a copy of the report on the 

Board of Law Examiners (BLE) web-

site, if you haven’t had a chance to 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 
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review it. 

I can say that the Board is recom-

mending that Minnesota switch from 

the Uniform Bar Examination to what 

is known as the NextGen Bar Exam.  

The NextGen Bar Exam is currently 

under development by the National 

Conference of Bar Examiners, and is 

set to debut in July 2026.  According 

to the BLE’s report, the NextGen ex-

am will cover fewer subjects than the 

current Uniform Bar Exam, and will 

place a greater emphasis on lawyer-

ing skills, rather than 

memorization. 

The BLE is also recommending that 

the Supreme Court form an imple-

mentation committee to further ex-

plore and develop a curricular-based 

alternative to the Bar Exam that could 

be completed during law school.  The 

report contends that the three Minne-

sota law schools already have in 

place robust clinic and experiential 

learning programs to move this con-

cept forward.  The proposed imple-

mentation committee would be di-

rected to propose amendments to the 

Minnesota Rules for Admission for 

consideration by the Court. 

I know the Bar Association has been 

closely involved in this process, and is 

monitoring it closely.  As I said, the 

Supreme Court currently has these 

recommendations under advisement, 

and you’ll hear more from the Court 

on this topic in due course. 

To close this year’s State of the Judi-

ciary, I’m going to return to where I 

started, and that’s by thanking our 

partners in the Executive and Legisla-

tive branches, along with our partners 

in the state’s justice system, for help-

ing to bring a productive, positive end 

to this most recent Legislative Ses-

sion. 

Over the course of the next year, you 

will see our courts continue to use 

new technologies to increase access 

and eliminate barriers to justice, and 

to make our courts more responsive 

and customer friendly.  You will see 

us tackle the remainder of the pan-

demic backlog, and continue to deliv-

er timely access to justice for all Min-

nesotans.  You will see new public 

defenders, expanded civil legal aid 

services, and a shrinking justice gap 

here in Minnesota.  And – I personally 

hope – you will see our justice system 

shine a new light on the issues 

around attorney access across our 

state. 

Finally, I’m taking a moment of per-

sonal privilege to thank my friends in 

the Bar Association for your incredible 

partnership and dedicated service to 

our legal community during my time 

as Chief Justice. 

Having had the opportunity to work 

with court leaders across the country 

over the past 13 years, I can tell you 

that what we have here in Minnesota 

is special.  We have built one of the 

most innovative and forward-thinking 

justice systems in the country.  We 

have resisted the type of politicization 

and partisanship that has impacted 

other judiciaries.  And we have devel-

oped strong partnerships between the 

Bench and Bar centered around pre-

serving fair and timely access to jus-

tice for all Minnesotans. 

I could not be prouder of what we’ve 

built together, or more grateful to 

have shared this journey with such 

incredible judges, attorneys, staff, and 

partners across the state. 

The future of the Minnesota’s justice 

system is bright, the state of our judi-

ciary is strong, and I can’t wait to see 

what lies ahead for the Bench and 

Bar in Minnesota. 

Thank you.” 

Chief Justice Delivers 2023 State of the Judiciary Address 
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In an acknowledgement of Tribal sov-

ereignty, the Dakota County Judicial 

Center in Hastings held a flag ceremo-

ny on Friday, July 28, to welcome 

flags from the White Earth Nation and 

the Leech Lake Bank of Ojibwe. 

The flags join six other Native Ameri-

can Tribal flags – from the Upper 

Sioux, Lower Sioux, Shakopee 

Mdewakanton Sioux, Prairie Island, 

Red Lake Nation, and Mille Lacs Band 

of Ojibwe nations – which fly at the 

main entrance of the building. 

The ceremony featured honor guards 

from both the Leech Lake Band of 

Ojibwe and the White Earth Nation, 

which presented the United States 

flag, the State of Minnesota flag, and 

the two Tribal community flags as 

Freddie Lone Eagle, of the Midnite 

Express & Little Honor, accompanied 

them with drum and song. 

Minnesota Supreme Court Associate 

Justice Anne McKeig welcomed par-

ticipants, and Leech Lake Band of 

Ojibwe Secretary Treasurer Lenny 

Fineday acknowledged the Dakota 

people and their land.  White Earth 

Nation Tribal Elder Sherald Hanks led 

everyone in prayer.   

Dakota County District One Commis-

sioner Mike Slavik spoke on behalf of 

the Dakota County Board of Commis-

sioners, saying it was an honor to be a 

part of a county that engages in Tribal 

community recognition.  Other speak-

ers included First District Chief Judge 

Caroline Lennon, Gov. Walz’s Native 

American Affairs Advisor Mariah Nor-

wood, and White Earth Nation Appel-

late Court Justice George Soule. 

This event was both historic and hum-

bling for all those in attendance.  

“Every day, American Indian families 

are served throughout the court sys-

tem, and we are honored to be able to 

have their Tribal flags flown at the 

District Court Flag Ceremony Acknowledges Tribal Nations 
White Earth Nation and Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe  

join six other Tribal flags at Court entrance
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District Court Flag Ceremony Acknowledges Tribal Nations 

(Continued from page 11)  

courthouse,” said Dakota County 

Court Administrator Maria King.  

“Flying these flags is an outward ex-

pression of our partnership with Tribal 

nations.” 

The Court works closely with Tribal 

nations on the State-Tribal Court Fo-

rum, the Minnesota State Tribal 

Agreement, the Indian Child Welfare 

Act (ICWA) and the Minnesota Indian 

Family Preservation Act.  ICWA is a 

federal law enacted in 1978 to rectify 

the removal and out-of-home place-

ment of Native American children 

from their homes; Minnesota’s coun-

terpart to ICWA is the Minnesota Indi-

an Family Preservation Act.  ICWA 

recognizes and protects the right of 

Native children to remain connected 

to their culture and Tribal nations. 
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Chief Justice Lorie S. Gildea an-

nounced that she will resign from the 

Minnesota Supreme Court effective 

October 1, 2023. 

“Serving as Minnesota’s Chief Jus-

tice has been the honor of a lifetime, 

and I am deeply grateful to the peo-

ple of Minnesota for giving me this 

opportunity,” Chief Justice Gildea 

said. 

“Although my decision to step down 

has not been an easy one, I believe 

this is the right moment for a transi-

tion in leadership of the Minnesota 

Judicial Branch,” Chief Justice 

Gildea continued.  “Our courts have 

largely recovered from the impacts of 

the pandemic, we secured important 

investments for our justice system in 

the recently completed Legislative 

Session, our judiciary is on solid fis-

cal footing, and the Minnesota Judi-

cial Council has adopted an innova-

tive Strategic Plan that will guide the 

work of our courts in the next bienni-

um.  This is a moment of stability and 

opportunity for our state’s judiciary, 

and a good time to hand the reins to 

a new Chief Justice.” 

Chief Justice Gildea was originally 

appointed to the Minnesota Supreme 

Court as an associate justice on Jan-

uary 11, 2006.  She was appointed 

Chief Justice on July 1, 2010, be-

coming just the second female to 

hold the position.  She is the third 

longest-serving Chief Justice in Min-

nesota history, and the longest-

serving since 1913. 

Chief Justice Gildea has presided 

over one of the most transformative 

eras in the history of Minnesota’s 

judiciary.  During her time as Chief 

Justice, the Minnesota Judicial 

Branch: 

• Transitioned from paper-based

court files to an all-electronic

case record through the histor-

ic eCourtMN initiative.

• Preserved access to justice

throughout the COVID-19 pan-

demic by leveraging remote

(online) hearing technology and

nation-leading public health pro-

tocols.

• Adopted the oneCourtMN Hear-

ings Initiative Policy, becoming

one of the first states to embrace

the long-term use of remote

court hearings based on feed-

back from Minnesotans that 

online hearings reduce barriers 

to justice, are more convenient, 

and are less costly to attend. 

A vocal advocate for increasing ac-

cess to justice and enhancing trans-

parency in the judiciary, Chief Justice 

Gildea has overseen: 

• The launch of Minnesota Court

Records Online (MCRO), the

groundbreaking application that

provides online access to public

Minnesota state district court

records and documents.  To

date, more than 22 million case

documents have been accessed

through MCRO.

• Changes to Court Rules allowing

for expanded audio/visual cover-

age of district court civil proceed-

ings (2013), criminal proceed-

ings that occur after a guilty plea

has been accepted or a guilty

verdict returned (2018),

and, effective Jan. 1, 2024,

criminal trial proceedings.

• The livestreaming of Minnesota

Supreme Court oral argu-

ments and the monthly meetings

Chief Justice Lorie Gildea to  
step down from Supreme Court on October 1 

https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/NewsAndAnnouncements/ItemDetail.aspx?id=1232
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/NewsAndAnnouncements/ItemDetail.aspx?id=2117
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https://www.mncourts.gov/Access-Case-Records/MCRO.aspx
https://www.mncourts.gov/Access-Case-Records/MCRO.aspx
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https://www.mncourts.gov/mncourtsgov/media/CIOMediaLibrary/News%20and%20Public%20Notices/Orders/Administrative-Order-GRP2.pdf
https://www.mncourts.gov/mncourtsgov/media/CIOMediaLibrary/News%20and%20Public%20Notices/Orders/Administrative-Order-Rules_7.pdf
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/NewsAndAnnouncements/ItemDetail.aspx?id=1499
https://www.mncourts.gov/About-The-Courts/NewsAndAnnouncements/ItemDetail.aspx?id=1499
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of the Minnesota Judicial Coun-

cil. 

In addition, under Chief Justice 

Gildea’s leadership, the Minnesota 

Judicial Branch: 

• Became one of the highest-

scoring states in the nation-

al Justice Index, which measures

how states ensure access to jus-

tice in four key areas: attorney

access, self-help access, lan-

guage access, and disability ac-

cess.

• Earned national accolades for its

work to protect vulnerable adults

through the Conservator Ac-

count Auditing Program (CAAP)

and the Conservator Account

Review Program (CARP).

• Launched the Safe and Secure

Courthouse Initiative, which, for

the first time, provided state fund-

ing to improve the safety and se-

curity of county court facilities.

• More than doubled the number of

operational treatment courts in

Minnesota.

“I am extremely proud of what Minne-

sota’s judiciary has accomplished 

over the past 13 years,” Chief Justice 

Gildea said.  “We have made tremen-

dous strides to increase access to 

justice, modernize the work of our 

courts, and navigate the unprecedent-

ed challenges of the COVID-19 pan-

demic.  Minnesota is viewed as 

among the most innovative and well-

managed court systems in the entire 

country, and the credit for that suc-

cess goes to our dedicated judicial 

branch employees and judges.” 

As a member of the state’s highest 

court for the past 17 years, Chief Jus-

tice Gildea has helped decide some of 

the most important and pressing legal 

issues facing Minnesota.  The Su-

preme Court is also responsible for 

the regulation of the practice of law, 

judicial and lawyer discipline, and 

promulgating Rules of practice that 

govern procedures in the state's 

courts. 

 “I am thankful that the Minnesota Su-

preme Court has remained a collegial 

and collaborative body,” Chief Justice 

Gildea said.  “Our Court has always 

strived to reach consensus on the 

difficult issues that come before us, 

and the vast majority of our opinions 

are written without a dissent.  It has 

been a privilege to serve alongside 

such esteemed jurists, and I am confi-

dent my colleagues will carry on this 

spirit of collegiality into the future.” 

Chief Justice Gildea was born and 

raised in Plummer, Minnesota, and 

received her Bachelor of Arts degree 

from the University of Minnesota, Mor-

ris in 1983.  She earned her Juris 

Doctorate degree magna cum laude 

from Georgetown University Law Cen-

ter in Washington, D.C. in 1986.  Be-

fore joining the Minnesota Supreme 

Court, she was a Hennepin County 

District Court Judge and an Assistant 

Hennepin County Attorney.  Prior to 

that, Chief Justice Gildea was associ-

ate general counsel for the University 

of Minnesota from 1993 to 2004, and 

an associate attorney with the law firm 

of Arent Fox in Washington, D.C. from 

1986 to 1993. 

Chief Justice Lorie Gildea to step down  
from Supreme Court on October 1 

(Continued from page 13)  
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The Minnesota Digital Exhibit Sys-

tem (MNDES) project team is work-

ing on several important enhance-

ments to the tool that will increase its 

usability for both external and inter-

nal court users.  Judicial Branch 

leadership recently extended the 

timelines for the MNDES project to 

allow for enhancements to be imple-

mented, a pilot of MNDES during jury 

deliberation to be conducted, and to 

finish rollout of MNDES in the Fourth 

Judicial District.  

MNDES 2.0 

As statewide implementation of 

MNDES has progressed, many en-

hancement suggestions and usability 

issues have been submitted.  Based 

on that feedback, the project team 

has determined that upgrading both 

the MNDES portal used by external 

court users and MNDES OnBase, 

which is used by internal users (court 

staff, judicial staff, judicial officers, 

and the Court of Appeals), to 

MNDES 2.0 will create a more con-

sistent and user-friendly experience. 

Having both external and internal 

stakeholders using MNDES 2.0 will 

provide many benefits: 

• Submitters will be able to desig-

nate which party the exhibit is

being submitted on behalf of

(plaintiff, respondent, defendant,

petitioner)

• No need to include hyphens in

the case number search

• Single application for external

and internal users

• Submitters will be able to ac-

cess, view, and share exhibits

that they have uploaded to confi-

dential cases

• Exhibits are read-only

The MNDES project team is currently 

working to ensure that all functionali-

ty and enhancements are ready and 

working as intended.  The plan is for 

full implementation of MNDES 2.0 in 

the late summer/early fall of this 

year. 

MNDES 2.0 to support use during 

jury deliberations 

An additional benefit of this transition 

is that MNDES 2.0 will have the func-

tionality and safeguards necessary to 

use MNDES during jury delibera-

tions.  A pilot of the jury deliberation 

functionality will begin once MNDES 

2.0 is implemented.   

This functionality in MNDES is key to 

allowing district courts to apply the 

recent Supreme Court order relating 

to the review of audio and video evi-

dence in the jury deliberation room. 

Minnesota Digital Exhibit System 
(MNDES) Enhancements Coming Soon 
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