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Dear Federal Judges Association (FJA) Members:

Here we are in the dog days of August. A time when
kids return to school, public swimming pools start
closing, and fields of sunflowers turn yellow as their
heads follow the sun. For me, the best part of August is
the end of the Sturgis Bike Rally—when over
700,000 bikers leave South Dakota and return home.

As a young lawyer in 1982, I was summoned by the
U.S. Magistrate Judge and told that I would be
representing a young man accused of student loan
fraud. I accepted the appointment—my first criminal
defense case—and upon completion of the case, was promptly paid for my services. The
Criminal Justice Act (CJA) had been signed into law 18 years earlier on August 20, 1964.
But here we are now, 61 years later. Because Congress funded Defender Services $129
million below the amount the Judiciary requested, payments to CJA attorneys, investigators,
interpreters and expert witnesses were stopped on July 3. Additionally, federal defender
organizations have experienced a hiring freeze for 17 of the past 24 months. Assuming we
are not in a government shut down on October 1, it is anticipated that payments will resume
at that time. But in the meantime, as a result of the funding shortfall, some long-tenured CJA
attorneys have resigned from the panel, some trials have been delayed, some defendants have
been detained for longer than necessary, arguments on some appeals have been postponed
until after October 1%, and in some instances, CJA counsel have withdrawn from representing
their clients resulting in new counsel being appointed who have to start over in their review
of the case.

What can you do? The judiciary needs an estimated $116 million from Congress to cover
about 10 weeks of missed payments—that is for work that attorneys have already done. The
judiciary is seeking supplemental funding from Congress for this shortfall. If supplemental
funding is not enacted, the judiciary is seeking over $1.7 billion to fund Defender Services
for FY 2026. This figure includes the $116 million to cover the shortfall in payments to court-
appointed lawyers and adequate funding for the Federal Defender Services offices. You can
reach out to your Senators and Representatives and encourage them to provide the
supplemental funding and/or full funding for FY 2026. If we have another year of
judiciary funding under a continuing resolution like this year, the CJA funds will run out next
year even earlier than July 3™, So I encourage you to reach out to your legislators and
provide them with information about the impact the funding shortfall is having on providing
rights guaranteed to defendants under the Constitution.


https://www.constantcontact.com/landing1/vr/home?cc=nge&utm_campaign=nge&rmc=VF21_CPE&utm_medium=VF21_CPE&utm_source=viral&pn=msp&nav=65c2ab96-4a60-463a-bf46-cfc769cb44c7

Sincerely,

Karen Schreier
President, Federal Judges Association

Member Spotlight

The FJA Spotlights Judge Sparkle L. Sooknanan

Judge Sparkle L. Sooknanan of the United States District
Court for the District of Columbia was born in San
Fernando, Trinidad and Tobago. She holds a B.S. from St.
Francis College, an M.B.A. from Hofstra University, and a
J.D. from Brooklyn Law School. She clerked for U.S.
District Court Judge Eric N. Vitaliano (EDNY), Circuit
Judge Guido Calabresi (Second Circuit), and Supreme
Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor. Judge Sooknanan was an
appellate attorney in the Department of Justice’s Civil
Division and also served as a Deputy Associate Attorney
General and as the Principal Deputy Assistant Attorney
General in the Civil Rights Division of the DOJ. She also
spent part of her distinguished career in private practice at
Jones Day, where she became partner in 2021. She was
confirmed to the federal bench in January of 2025. When Judge Sooknanan was nominated to
the bench, Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton said, “As is evident from her extensive
and 1mpressive accomplishments, Sparkle Sooknanan has the principles, acumen and
experience to serve as an exemplary federal judge.”

Judge Sooknanan’s career has been marked by her commitment to civil rights. Judge
Sooknanan has used her legal acumen to fight discrimination—especially on behalf of people
of color, victims of domestic violence, and people with disabilities. As a young woman who
immigrated to the United States in her teens, she learned how hard life could be for
immigrants and people of color. She explains that she was blown away by the impact the law
could have on the lives of people who are historically disadvantaged and
disenfranchised. She became a lawyer so that she could have such an impact. Those who
know her know that she has certainly had an impact in the fight for civil rights. In response to
her confirmation to the federal bench, Damon Hewitt, President and Executive Director of
the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law said of Judge Sooknanan, “The entire
nation should celebrate the great news that Sparkle Sooknanan will become a federal judge.
Having immigrated to the United States for college and having devoted a good portion of her
career to public service and pro bono work, she is in many ways the embodiment of the
American dream.”

Family is the center of Judge Sooknanan’s life. She told the Bench Press that she became a
lawyer and judge to do her part to create a better world for her children. She is a dedicated
mother to amazing children who keep her busy with everything from baseball to
baking. While she was an athlete growing up, her sports of choice were soccer and cricket;



but Judge Sooknanan has taught herself baseball so that she can be the assistant coach of her
son’s Little League team. Rumor has it that the judge could be a contestant on the Spring
Baking Championship. She loves baking with her children and creating works of art in
fondant, and her Court Family are lucky recipients of her talents. The FJA is proud to count
Judge Sooknanan as one of our newest members.

Committee Updates

Membership

Chairs: Nannette Jolivette Brown and William F. Kuntz, I1

The following judges have been confirmed recently. Please join us in welcoming them to the
judiciary and encourage their membership in the FJA!

Zachary Maxwell Bluestone (E.D. Mo.)
Emil J. Bove III (3rd Cir. )
Joshua M. Divine (E.D. Mo.)
Whitney D. Hermandorfer (6th Cir.)
Cristian Matthew Stevens (E.D. Mo.)

The FJA mourns the loss of the following members:

Judge Berle M. Schiller of the United States District Court Eastern District of Pennsylvania,
passed away on July 22. Judge Schiller led community outreach efforts at every stage of his
illustrious career filled with his hallmark love of life. He cherished visits from students and
meetings with community leaders. Read More.

Judge William H. Stafford, Jr. of the United States District Court Northern District of


mailto:Nannette_Brown@laed.uscourts.gov
mailto:william_kuntz@nyed.uscourts.gov
https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/inquirer/name/berle-schiller-obituary?id=58992435

Florida, passed away on July 14. Judge Stafford served more than fifty years as a United
States District Judge for the Northern District of Florida, including twelve as Chief
Judge. Prior to his service as a United States District Judge, Judge Stafford served as United
States Attorney and as an officer in the United States Navy. Read More.

Quadrennial
April 27-29, 2026 in Washington, D.C.

Co-Chairs: Cathy Bissoon and Sara Darrow
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The "I"s have it!

Independence, Inspiration, Insights & Integrily — sworenam

WASHINGTON, DC

The 2026 FJA Quadrennial Conference is shaping up to be a can't-miss event, bringing
together distinguished speakers, thought leaders, and esteemed authors from across the
country for three days of insight, connection, and fun.

Make sure you save the dates, April 27 - 29, 2026 and keep an eye out for updates from the
Quadrennial Planning Committee.

Book Fair Survey

The FJA Quadrennial Book Fair has become a
much-anticipated part of FJA's Quadrennial
Conference, an event for federal judges and their
guests held every four years in Washington, D.C.
The committee is excited to host another Book
Fair at the upcoming 2026 Quadrennial and needs
your help in identifying books and authors to
highlight, specifically, books authored by our very
own members. Please take a quick moment to
answer this survey so that we can begin compiling a comprehensive list of books and authors
for the 2026 Quadrennial Book Fair.

Thank you in advance for your participation. Please feel free to reach out to the FJA with any
questions at fja@federaljudgesassoc.org or (888) 329-1941.
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Sincerely,

Judge Debra Brown (N.D. Miss.)

Judge Marina Garcia Marmolejo (S.D. Tex.)
Judge Robert Lasnik (W.D. Wa.)

Judge Jack McConnell (D.R.1.)

Complete Survey Here

Have a Talent to Share?

Are you a musician? A quilter? A baker? The Quadrennial Planning Committee is excited to
announce FJA's first-ever Talent/Hobby Fair at the 2026 Quadrennial! Please click the button
below to complete the form if you are interested in showcasing your talent, crafting skills or
hobbies. We encourage you to share your passion with your FJA colleagues, and we will try
to accommodate as many participants as possible.

Talent/Hobby Fair Sign-Up

Members in the News

LI Teens Explore Law Careers in Court Program

Around 100 Long Island high school students from 25 schools in Nassau and Suffolk
counties spent a week in a Central Islip federal courthouse learning about the legal system,
according to a Touro Law press release. Students participated in The Justice Institute, a
program led by Judge Joseph Bianco of the Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit. The
program featured guests speakers, including Touro Law students, FBI agents, judges, law
professors and legal mentors who shared their experiences working in the federal court
system.

More than 700 people from 93 countries take U.S. citizenship oath

Over 700 people from 93 countries stood to take the oath of allegiance and received their
certificate of naturalization surrounded by their friends and family at a naturalization
ceremony Tuesday. Chief Judge Virginia M. Kendall of U.S. District Court for the
Northern District of Illinois led the ceremony at Wintrust Arena, reminding them to continue
sharing their culture with other citizens. Read More

Federal Judge Speaks Up About Recent Threats to Jurists, Family Members

[D.C. Circuit Judge J. Michelle Childs] spoke in July as part of a panel discussion dubbed
"Stress and Duress: Past and Present Challenges to the Judicial Branch," which was co-
sponsored by M. Margaret McKeown, Federal Bar Association, the Berkeley Judicial
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Institute, the Washington Chapter of the American Board of Trial Advocates, and the Ninth
Judicial Circuit Historical Society. Read More

Upcoming Events
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The 2025 Appellate Judges Education Institute will be held on November 13-16, 2025 at the
Renaissance Minneapolis Hotel, The Depot, in Minneapolis, MN.

The Appellate Judges Education Institute Summit provides appellate judicial education and
gathers federal and state appellate judges from across the country for practical, cutting-edge,
educational programming. This is an educational opportunity you will not want to miss.

Summit Agenda

The Summit will commence at 1:00 p.m. on Thursday, November 13. It will conclude at
12:30 p.m. on Sunday, November 16. Registration is available. Click the button below for
additional information about the program.

Accommodations

The Appellate Judges Education Institute has secured rooms at the Renaissance Minneapolis
Hotel, The Depot, 225 3rd Ave South, Minneapolis, MN 55401, which is the same location
as the summit. Rates start at $200. For reservations use the booking link HERE or contact:
the JW Marriott at (612) 375-1700. Please indicate that you are with the AJEI group. Please
reserve your room by Friday, October 10, 2025.

Travel Expenses

The Federal Judicial Center has approved reasonable travel expenses for federal appellate
judges to attend the AJEI meeting. Such expenses include registration, transportation,
lodging, and reasonable meal expenses. Please contact Brenda Baldwin-White at
bbwhite@fjc.gov or Joy Lyngar at lygar@judges.org for any questions.

Learn More

September Edition | The Bench Press

Have a submission for the upcoming edition of The
Bench Press? Please share it by September 11, 2025.
We would love to share your special news with the
membership. Email us!
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Email Us Your News

We want to
hear from
you!

Karen E. Schreier
President

Leslie Abrams Gardner
Communications Committee Chair

Federal Judges Association | fja@federaljudgesassoc.org
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