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The mission of the Administrative Office of the Courts is to provide 
the highest level of professional services with integrity, equality, and 

respect that supports the judiciary in their efforts to protect rights and 
liberties, ensure access to justice for all citizens, and provide for the 

peaceful resolution of disputes in a fair and timely manner.

Our Mission
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20th Circuit
Court

Overview
C I R C U I T  C O U R T
Each county is served by the circuit court and the county court. The circuit court handled 43,045 
cases through June 30, 2018 for the fiscal year.  The circuit court is the court of general jurisdiction 
and has responsibility for probate matters (wills), civil actions in which the disputed amount 
exceeds $15,000, and felony criminal cases which includes cases punishable by more than one 
year in state prison. Circuit court also hears cases in equity such as domestic relations (divorce, 
child custody, and injunctions for protection), juvenile proceedings and petitions for writs. The 
circuit court hears appeals from county court. Circuit judges are either elected or appointed and 
serve six year terms. Circuit judges are assigned throughout the Circuit as needed to handle the 
caseloads in the respective counties.

C O U N T Y  C O U R T
County court is a limited jurisdiction court which hears misdemeanors (criminal offenses 
punishable by up to one year in county jail), violations of county and municipal ordinances, 
traffic matters, civil actions in which the amount in dispute does not exceed $15,000 and small 
claims disputes (small claims court hears civil disputes in which the amount in dispute is $5,000 
or less). County court also hears all landlord and tenant proceedings relating to the right of 
possession. County judges are elected or appointed to six year teams and serve within the 
county of their election. County judges can be authorized under certain circumstances to handle 
circuit court cases. The county courts handled 92,923 cases accross all five counties through June 
30, 2018 for FY 2017-2018. 

The Administrative Office of the Courts will provide professional, efficient, effective service to the Courts 
focusing on our core businesses:

Be fair, equitable, and conduct business with integrity.
Uphold the principles of judicial independence and accountability.

Be accessible, convenient, understandable and timely.
Be effective.

Be responsive and anticipate the needs of those we serve.

Our Vision



















Type of Proceeding Spanish Hatian-
Creole

Other ASL Pages

Circuit Criminal 3158 98 124 4 108

County Criminal 7671 260 132 21 104

Family Court 
(Dependency/CINS/FINS)

642 85 23 0 0

Family Court 

(Delinquency)

966 115 4 1 3

Baker/Marchman/Guardianship 45 11 2 0 0

Domestic Violence Injunction 360 33 20 1 10

General Magistrate/CSHO for Family 
Law - All Other Title IV-D

54 4 1 0 0

Other Case Types 354 16 1 19 0

TOTAL 13250 622 307 46 225

Circuit Wide Court Interpreter Services 
2018

Translation Number of Events

Court Interpreter 
Services

From our home base office in Lee County, we provide interpreting services to all five counties in 
our circuit. We have five full-time certified Spanish Interpreters who provide services circuit wide 
as needed. A total of 28 contract interpreters (individuals and/or agencies) also serve the courts in 
our circuit. The languages provided include Spanish, Haitian-Creole, American Sign Language and a 
variety of exotic languages and dialects. 

Mission Statement

We are a team of professionally 
trained, certified court 
interpreters, and support 
personnel. We work in 
conjunction with each other, to 
carry out our common mission 
which is enabling the faithful 
and accurate interpretation of 
court proceedings, and in so 
doing, to facilitate the mission 
of the judicial branch, by placing 
those who use our services on 
equal footing within the court 
with those that speak the English 
language.

20th Circuit
Court Interpreter Services

12

















Charlotte County
Overview of Civil Case Filings, 
Disposition & Clearance Rates 

The OSCA’s official, audited caseload report for the fiscal 
year ending on June 30, 2018 reveal that Charlotte 
County experienced an incline in circuit-court (up 7.1%), 
while declining in county-court (down 3.8%). The county 
experienced a significant divisional improvement in the 
unified-family court (up 36.4%). Across the counties, the 
highest year-to-year improvement was achieved in Charlotte 
County’s unified-family court (up 40.4%) followed by 
Charlotte’s county-civil division (up 39.8%).

The overall clearance rate for all 
Circuit Civil cases, with the exception 

of family cases, was approximately 
93% through June 30, 2018.

1,073
1,000

4,313
5,580

In 2018, there were 866 Domestic Violence 
Petitions filed, this is a decrease from 1000 
filed in 2017.  All but Repeat Violence 
(which stayed the same) decreased.
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Total Circuit 
Civil Filings: 
Total Circuit Civil 
Dispositions:  

Total County Civil 
Filings: 

Total County Civil 
Dispositions: 

The overall clearance rate for all 
County Civil cases was approximately 

129.4%. 
(This includes small claims, civil, other civil, evictions, and 

civil traffic infractions.)









Overall the Civil and Family Division had 
a successful as well as a challenging year 
in 2018.  The Family (DR) caseload had an 
overall clearance rate of 104% and the 
Civil Division clearance rate 70%.  The 
dramatic increase of 75% in the 2018 Civil 
caseload filings was due to the impact of 
Hurricane Irma (September 2017) that had 
a tremendous effect in Collier county.

Overview of CIVIL Case Filings, 
Disposition & Clearance Rates 

Collier County

The overall clearance rate for all 
Circuit Civil cases, with the exception 

of family cases, was approximately 
85% through June 30, 2018.

2,793
2,375

(This includes Prof. Malpractice & Prod. Liability, Auto & Other 
Negligence, Contracts & Real Property, and Other cases. )

The overall clearance rate for 
all County Civil cases, with the 
exception of family cases, was 

approximately 96% through June 30, 
2018.

(This includes small claims, civil, other civil, evictions, and 
civil traffic infractions.)

14,850

14,273

2,975
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Total Circuit 
Civil Filings: 

Total Circuit Civil 
Dispositions:  

Total County 
Civil Filings: 
Total 
County Civil 
Dispositions:  

Total Family 
Case Filings: 





The Hendry County Circuit Criminal filings 
have increased in 2018 by 2.3% from the 
previous year.  However, they are still 30% 
lower than the amount of cases filed in 
2012.  A total of 986 felony cases were 
brought to a disposition in 2018 creating a 
clearance rate of 99%.     

Hendry County misdemeanor filings 
have increased in 2018 by 7.1%. 1113 
misdemeanor cases were brought to 
disposition in 2018 creating clearance 
rate of 121%. 1,074 misdemeanor cases 
were disposed of by plea and 14 cases 
were presented to a jury. Criminal traffic 
case filings increased by 1.9% since 2017, 
however filings are down 23% since 2016.  

Hendry County
Overview of Criminal Case Filings, 
Disposition & Clearance Rates 

The Misdemeanor Pretrial 
Diversion Program had a 72% 

successful completion rate 
for 2018.

Calendar Year 2018 Filings

853 4,038
Criminal

Traffic
Civil 

Traffic

921
Misdemeanor

986
Felony

607

615
(This includes Capital Murder, Violent Crimes, Against 

Persons, Against Property, and Drug Crimes )

Total Circuit 
Criminal Filings: 

Total Circuit Criminal 
Dispositions:  
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New Judges welcomed in 2019

It was a busy start to 2019 as we welcomed a handful of new judges across our five counties. 

In February, Judge Carolyn Swift held her Investiture at the Old Lee County Courthouse in front of a packed room of 
family, friends and colleagues. 

Judge Swift was sworn in by Circuit Judge G. Keith Cary. While a practicing attorney, she enjoyed appearing before 
Judge Cary because of his judicial demeanor, extreme patience, knowledge of the law and common sense approach.  
When she became a Magistrate, Judge Swift says Judge Cary became more than a referring judge, but instead a 
mentor, an advisor and a friend.  

Magistrate Swift was appointed to her magistrate position in 2012 where she presided over family law matters in Lee 
County. Previously she worked at the Fort Myers law firm Insignares Swift, P.A. The retirement of Judge John Duryea 
left the position open for Judge Swift to then step in. 

“I pledge to everyone here that I will respond to this opportunity and blessing by devoting myself to honoring my 
oath to uphold the rule of law and to be a faithful guardian of the law for all people in the State of Florida,” said Judge 
Swift at her Investiture. 

A week later kicked off a series of Investitures in Collier County. The first was the Investiture of Collier County Judge 
Blake Adams. Voters elected Judge Adams to replace Judge James McGarity in the November 2018 election. 

“I am truly honored to be standing before you today wearing this black robe and being called Judge Blake Adams,” 
said Judge Adams.  

Judge Adams was previously Deputy Chief of the Collier County Office for the 20th Judicial Circuit Public Defender and 
also worked as a Staff Attorney for the Administrative Office of the Courts.  Both of his guest speakers were attorneys 
who he worked closely with throughout his career. He was sworn in by Senior Judge Frederick Hardt. Judge Adams 
says he chose Judge Hardt to deliver the oath because he was the first Circuit Judge for whom he wrote proposed 
court orders as a Staff Attorney for the 20th Judicial Circuit.  Judge Adams also practiced as an Assistant Public 
Defender in front of him longer than any other single judge while Judge Hardt was on the felony bench. 

“He was always pleasant, courteous, and professional,” said Judge Hardt. “And the best thing was…he was always 
prepared.” 

Judge Hardt’s retirement opened the position for Circuit Judge John McGowan. He held his Investiture a week later 
on February 22nd at the Collier County Courthouse.  McGowan began his legal career in 1994 with the Office of the 
State Attorney for the 20th Judicial Circuit. In 1997, he entered private practice concentrating on Criminal and Civil 
litigation. In addition to his private practice, Judge McGowan has worked with the Office of Criminal Conflict and Civil 
Regional Counsel, Second District.

“I have reflected on my roles as an attorney and as an elected official and the importance of public service,” said John 
McGowan. “With my election to the bench, I have yet another opportunity to serve the public in an extraordinary way.” 

In addition to work inside the courtroom, Judge McGowan also held public office as the North Naples Fire 
Commissioner since 2006. He retired to run for Circuit Judge. 

Collier County Judge Tamara Lynne Nicola’s Investiture was held on March 8. She is a second-generation attorney 
following in the footsteps of her father, Richard Jones. She spent the first few years of her career practicing with him 
before opening her own firm, Nicola Family Law.  Her practice focused on Unified Family Court matters and she also 
practiced in the area of criminal defense. 

“It is important to have goals, to not be afraid to pursue those goals, and to always do your best,” said Judge Nicola 
during her Investiture. “That is my promise to myself and that is my promise to you.” 



Judge Nicola chose fellow Collier County Judge Janeice Martin to perform the Oath of Office. Both Judge Nicola and 
Judge Martin grew up in Naples and their fathers both had the same dry sense of humor and quick wit.  Judge Nicola 
says Judge Martin was instrumental in convincing her to run for Judge.

The final of the five Investitures took us to LaBelle. Hendry County Judge Darrell Hill held his investiture in the 
auditorium of LaBelle High School and followed up with a reception at the Quart House. Judge Hill has been a 
Magistrate in Hendry County since 2014. Hill has deep roots in the community having moved to Lee County in 1972. 
He graduated from the University of Florida and received his Juris Doctor from Cumberland School of Law of Samford 
University. He previously managed the Law Office of Darrell R. Hill, P.A. where he specialized in Criminal Law, Estate 
Planning, and Probate & Estate Administration. 

“I will be independent and preserve the integrity of the judiciary,” said Judge Hill. I will be faithful to the law and have 
respect for precedent. I will maintain order and decorum in the courtroom, while at the same time being patient and 
dignified to all that come before me.” 
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Changing of the guards in 
Collier County

There is a changing of the guards coming to Collier County as three esteemed members of the Collier bench 
retire. 

Judge Frederick Hardt was appointed to the Circuit bench in 2003 where he spent two years in Hendry 
before transferring to Collier County where he spent the majority of his career. Judge Hardt has been 
designated as a Senior Judge, effective January 1, 2019 and also plans on working both with private judging 
and as an arbitrator. While he is ready to move on to new career opportunities he will miss the friends and 
relationships he has made here in the Courthouse. 

County Judge Jim McGarity was elected to the county bench in November, 2012 after a successful career 
at the Public Defender’s Office and as a Magistrate. As a retired army Lieutenant Colonel, he remains 
committed and engaged with Veterans affairs and other philanthropic organizations. In retirement, he is off 
to circumnavigate the world with his wife. While he will miss the pulse and activity of the Court, he is content 
to cap his second career off here with his retirement. 

Judge Michael Carr was elected to the county bench in 2007 after a successful career as both an Assistant 
State Attorney and criminal defense attorney. After his retirement, he plans to return to work with his wife in 
her law practice because he “likes getting up in the morning and having purpose.” We wish all three Judges 
happiness in their retirement and thank them for their service to our Circuit. 
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Drug Court returns to 
Hendry County

In July of 2018, the Administrative Office of the 
Courts entered into a contract with the Center for 
Progress and Excellence, Inc., a division of Elite DNA 
Therapy to re-establish the Adult Felony Drug Court 
Program.  The Adult Felony Drug Court Program 
is designed as a court supervised, comprehensive 
treatment program for felony offenders. This is a 
voluntary program, which includes regular court 
appearances and substance abuse treatment 
including drug testing, individual/group counseling, 
family counseling, and regular attendance at 
support meetings. Participants are also assisted 
with obtaining education, vocational, and life skills 
training. The program length is determined by each 
participant’s progress and individualized treatment 
plan. 

The Adult Felony Drug Court Program diverts 
non-violent offenders to a more individualized 
sentencing option in lieu of incarceration.  In 2018, 
seven (7) offenders began treatment through the 
drug court program, all of which are currently active 
and productively participating in the drug court 
program. 

 In 2018, the Hendry County Drug Court Program 
received funding in the amount of $24,400.00 
from the State of Florida to fund substance abuse 
treatment services for 10 participants for nine 
months.  The Problem Solving Court Funding was 
also provided to purchase the Florida Drug Court 
Case Management System (DCCM), which is a 
statewide database utilized in case management, as 
well as to maintain and evaluate program measures 
and outcome data. The program is currently in 
the process of implementing the new DCCM case 
management system.  The Hendry Drug Court Team 
participated in DCCM training in December 2018, 
and the database should be fully functional within 
the first quarter of 2019.
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Teen Court of Charlotte County celebrated its Silver 
Anniversary this season! In 25 years, Charlotte 
County Teen Court volunteers have clocked in over 
40,000 volunteer hours, sat in over 1,100 cases as 
Jurors, Attorneys, Shadow Attorneys, Bailiffs, and 
Clerks. 

Judge Woodard and William Hayes IV began the 
program from the model they saw from the Sarasota 
Teen Court Program and it took off from there. 
Several judges and attorneys help train the students 
on proper court procedure and conduct. Unlike 
regular court, the jury is allowed to ask questions 
so they can fully understand how to render their 
sanctions when they deliberate. Some come in at 
9th grade as Jurors and stay all four years as Jurors 
because they enjoy their role as a Juror. Some 
students go on to other roles as Bailiffs, Shadow 
Attorney, Clerk or Attorney because they want to try 
their hand out there.

They have options. Whatever they feel comfortable 
in is what we encourage them to do. I do challenge 
them to step out of their comfort zone, but I do 
tell them to do what makes them feel the most 
comfortable.

In these 25 years, former volunteers have come back 
to court as Assistant State Attorneys, Staff Attorneys, 
Psychologists, and Police Officers. Could they have 
accomplished these goals without Teen Court? Of 
course, but it’s so rewarding to know that Teen Court 
was a part of their journey. 

It’s rewarding when a troubled youth sees you later 
in their life and remembers you and says thank 
you for giving them another chance. Not everyone 
can be “saved” but there is something about being 
“judged” by your peers that makes a difference in a 
young person’s life and hopefully Teen Courts will be 
around for at least another 25 years! 

Charlotte County Teen 
Court celebrates 25 years
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