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JUSTICE
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EXCELLENCE

In 1990, Steinbeck left active duty and began practicing law.
She was in private practice for five years, then became an
Assistant United States Attorney for the Middle District of
Florida, a role she held until 1998 when Governor Jeb Bush
appointed her to the 20th Judicial Circuit. Judge Steinbeck
went on to serve in every division in the circuit and in every
county in the circuit except Collier.

Judge Steinbeck’s contributions to the judiciary extend beyond
the trial courts with tributes coming in from the appellate
courts, as well. Judge John K. Stargel of the Second District
Court of Appeal observed that Judge Steinbeck “has a unique
ability to bring people together on the most difficult issues and
can diffuse potentially divisive situations with her calm
demeanor and characteristic wit.”

The Honorable Margaret O. Steinbeck received the 2022 Chief
Justice Award for Judicial Excellence from Florida Supreme Court
Chief Justice Carlos G. Muñiz Monday, August 1, 2022, at the annual
education program of the Florida Conference of Circuit Judges.
Judge Steinbeck has served as a judge in Florida’s 20th Judicial
Circuit since 1998. She also serves as the Chair of the Trial Court
Budget Commission.

At the helm of the Trial Court Budget Commission during the Covid-
19 pandemic, Judge Steinbeck collaborated with the members to
pinpoint what the trial courts required to remain open and
functioning, including additional technology to facilitate remote
hearings, personal protective equipment to ensure the safety of
court staff and visitors, and updated procedures to manage a shift
in court functions. “She is tirelessly dedicated to the needs of the
trial courts, and she does all of this with humility and hard work,”
Trial Court Budget Commission members noted in their nomination of
Judge Steinbeck.

Steinbeck’s leadership in times of crisis and her lasting impact on
Florida’s trial courts made her nomination for the 2022 Chief Justice
Award for Judicial Excellence one that enjoyed enthusiastic support
from her peers, court leaders across the state, and family.
Judge Steinbeck began her public service career in the United
States Army in 1978. She remained on active duty in several roles,
including promotions from lieutenant to captain during her service.
She was often the only woman and almost always the only woman
officer. She said that during her time as an officer she “had to learn
to give an order.”

Judge Steinbeck is pictured with Chief Justice
Carlos Muniz

Published by FLcourts in Aug. 2023



FLORIDA’S
LONGEST-
SERVING JUDGE
RETIRES
After 44 years on the bench, former 20th Circuit Judge Hugh D. Hayes —
Florida’s longest-serving judge — is stepping down as he nears the
constitutionally mandated retirement age of 75.

Cheerful, erudite, and unfailingly polite, the Raleigh, N.C., native and
former Army intelligence officer doesn’t resent the mandate. After all,
he says, he learned to embrace his role as a neutral by viewing the
Constitution as his only “client.”

“That’s the best client that you have as a judge, but that’s just my
theory,” he said.

Hayes prefers to focus on “the next chapter” of his career, and the
gratitude he feels for being able to serve since former Gov. Rubin Askew
first appointed him to the county bench in 1978, and former Gov. Bob
Graham appointed him to the circuit bench in 1982.

“You’re just closing one chapter in your life, and if you’re fortunate, and
God is protecting you, then you get to start another chapter,” he said.
The community is grateful too, says Collier County Bar Association
President Edward Larsen, who considers Hayes “one of the finest judges
to ever sit on the bench in the state of Florida.”

“So, for 44 years, Judge Hayes has honored and protected the rights of
the citizens of State of Florida, not only as a member of our judiciary in
the 20th Judicial Circuit, but also as a member of the community, being
involved in the United Way and Rotary and several other organizations,”
Larsen said. “To spend your entire life in service to the State of Florida,
especially as he has done it for over four decades — he will be dearly
missed.”

Veteran Naples attorney Edward K. Cheffy, a shareholder with Cheffy
Passidomo, P.A., says Hayes’ example benefited the entire legal
community.

“We are blessed with a very professional civil litigation bar, and I think it
is largely attributable to the tone he has set,” Cheffy said. “Just by his
demeanor, by his example, every day, he has led the way.”

Hayes said he was honored by the retirement ceremony his Collier
County Bar colleagues recently sponsored, and deeply moved by letters
of tribute he received from Gov. Ron DeSantis, Florida Bar President
Gary Lesser, House and Senate leaders, and Chief Justice Carlos Muñiz.

After noting that Hayes is widely recognized as a “model judge,” Muñiz
said he felt compelled to read the introductory chapter Hayes wrote to
The Florida Bar Evidence Handbook.
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“I particularly loved where, quoting Cardozo, you wrote that lawyers and
judges are ‘sharers in a process that is greater than the greatest of its
ministers,’” Muñiz wrote. “You have been a great minister of justice, for
a great many years, and your career has been a great blessing to the
people of Florida.”

Hayes worked in a lumberyard to support himself while earning his
undergraduate degree from the University of Georgia. He was lured to
Florida to study law by an Army roommate who hailed from Naples.
Hayes earned his J.D. from the University of Florida in 1970.

Hayes says the legal landscape has changed a great deal since he
became a judge. He recalls being assigned to hear cases just three days
after he was appointed to the bench.

“I think the State of Florida has really worked very hard to improve the
judicial system, and one of the things that they did is pretty much
require what we call the ‘New Judges College,’” he said. “When I first
started, they did have it available, if you could go to the University of
Nevada/Reno. The timing didn’t work out for me.”

Hayes later received permission to attend the University of
Nevada/Reno, where in 1988, he became the first judge in Florida to be
awarded a Master of Judicial Studies. The distinction is fitting,
colleagues say, for a jurist who is widely known for his voracious
appetite for books and his love of history. It’s not unusual for Hayes to
sprinkle even a casual conversation with quotes from French philosopher
René Descartes, President Theodore Roosevelt, Judge Learned Hand, and
Justice Benjamin N. Cardozo.

Judicial service has been intellectually stimulating, but it has also had
darker moments, Hayes said.
Hayes was forced into hiding early in his career after the Florida
Department of Law Enforcement intercepted a death threat from a drug
kingpin.

Hayes remembers a gubernatorial spokesman assuring him that the state
would spare no expense to hunt down the killer if the death threat was
successful.

“I laughed, and said I kind of hoped it would go the other way,” Hayes
said.

Chief Judge McHugh and Judge Hayes

Published in the Florida Bar on Jan 11, 2023
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A FAREWELL TO JUDGE ARCHIE HAYWARD
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Lee County Judge Archie Hayward was honored at the Lee
County Courthouse on December 2nd, 2022 by elected
officials, judicial personnel, family members, and friends.

During the farewell party, Fort Myers Mayor Kevin
Anderson designated the day Judge Archie Hayward Jr.,
day.

“One of the most rewarding things to do as mayor is to
recognize people in the community who do an outstanding
job of serving our communities,” said Anderson. 

Judge Hayward was also presented with a plaque of
judicial service by our Trial Court Administrator, Scott
Wilsker and was also recognized by Judge Tara Paluck on
behalf of the County Court Judges of Florida. 

“He is an amazing human being,” said Judge Paluck. “He
will show up without needing an invitation and dedicates
his service to help. That kind of heart is beautiful.”

Nearly 100 people packed Courtroom 1A to celebrate
Hayward's contributions to the community. One of those
was his fellow County Court Judge, Andrew Swett. 

“He has built his life around Fort Myers,” said Judge Swett.
This truly shows the supporting aspects of his life and in
serving those most in need in Fort Myers.” 

The lists of contributions he has made and continues to
make to the community where he was born and raised is
vast. From serving as a trustee of Edison State College,
the Alvin A. Dubin Alzheimer’s Resource Center and the
Southwest Florida Community Foundation to also serving
on the City of Fort Myers Downtown Redevelopment
Agency Advisory Board, Lee County Housing Authority
Board, Ruth Cooper Center board of directors and on the
advisory boards of the Youth Center of Southwest Florida
and the Southwest Florida Juvenile Detention Center.

“I’m so happy, proud and honored to be a judge in
Lee County, in the 20th Judicial Circuit. People
respect you for the office that you're in. I've always
been grateful for that, no matter where I went. I'm
proud to serve this county for fourteen years as a
judge,” said Judge Hayward.

Governor Charlie Crist appointed Hayward to the
county bench in 2008 to fill the spot of now-retired
Judge John W. Dommerich who had been appointed
to circuit court.

He attended Edison Community College where he
obtained his association degree. Judge Hayward
continued his education at the University of Florida
earning a Bachelor Degree in political science and a
Juris Doctor (J.D) in 1983. He was admitted to the
Florida Bar in the Florida Bar on May 30, 1984. 

Prior to being appointed a judge, Judge Hayward
served as a public defender for eight years and
worked for the Florida Rural Legal Services. He also
worked in his private law firm. 

 “The job and the role of the judge may look easy, but
it’s not easy because you have a responsibility to the
people. But, it is easy if you approach it in a manner
that you are doing it as a service. That’s the way I
always did it,” said Judge Hayward. 

Judge Lindsay Garza takes over Judge Hayward’s
docket beginning January 2023. 

Judge Tara Paluck and Judge Hayward Judge Josephine Gagliardi and Judge Hayward



WELCOME TO THE
BENCH: JUDGE
LINDSAY GARZA

WELCOME TO THE
BENCH: JUDGE
CHRISTOPHER BROWN
Judge Chris Brown filled the vacancy created by the retirement of Judge
Mike Provost. As of January 2023,. Judge Brown is currently assigned to
the Collier County civil docket where he presides over lawsuits, evictions,
civil violations and myriad other matters. 

Before taking the bench, Judge Brown practiced criminal, civil and
appellate litigation as a partner at the same firm for over 16 years.
Overall, he was primarily a criminal law attorney for 21 of his 23 years of
practice as a lawyer (the first two were in corporate law). Judge Brown
tried well over 150 cases to verdict in state and federal court in addition
to arguing dozens of appeals before taking the bench.

Judge Brown grew up in Naples and graduated from Gulfview Middle
School and Naples High before going on to becoming a Double Gator by
getting his bachelors and law degrees from UF (JD 99’). His wife, Lynn
Brown was born in Naples and also graduated Naples High before going
on to Princeton (99’). She and Chris were married in 2011 and the couple
have three kids in school in Naples. Therefore, when not on the bench,
Judge Brown spends most of his time at: practices, games, plays, recitals,
etc.

Judge Garza graduated from Florida Gulf Coast University with
a degree in Legal Studies and a minor in Spanish. She went on
to earn her Juris Doctor from St. Thomas University School of
Law in Miami. Lindsay is also fluent in Spanish from her time
volunteering in the Dominican Republic and studying abroad in
Spain.

After graduating law school, Judge Garza moved back to Lee
County where she began working for the State Attorney’s
office prosecuting DUI’s, Domestic Violence, Drug and Theft
offenses, and White-Collar Crimes. Judge Garza was promoted
to Lead Prosecutor for specialty courts such as Drug Court and
Mental Health Court. She was then appointed to the Special
Victim’s Unit, and currently serves as Track Leader, overseeing
a team of prosecutors.

Judge Garza is a third generation Lee County native. Her
father, Mike Scott, served in law enforcement for over 30
years, 14 of those as Lee County Sheriff. 
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FLORIDA
CONFERENCE OF
CIRCUIT JUDGES
ANNUAL
EDUCATION 2022
During the first week in August of 2022, our Trial Court Administrator,
Deputy TCA, Lee County Criminal Director, and several Circuit judges
attended the Conference of Circuit Court Judges of Florida annual
education in Naples, Florida. The education provides judges and
administrative staff with information about the advancement of the
judicial system.

We had several presenters at the business and education meeting
including Circuit Judges, James Sloan from Hendry County and Nick
Thompson from Lee County.

They presented on the rules of impeachment of witnesses. While, our
Trial Court Administrator and Criminal Director in Lee County presented
on Criminal Case Management.
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Judge James Sloan and Judge Nicholas
Thompson presenting

Lee County Criminal Division Director Amy
Kinsey and Judge Nicholas Thompson

Judge Keith Kyle and Judge Alane Laboda

Trial Court Administrator Scott Wilsker, Judge
Frank Porter, Judge Lisa Porter, and Judge

Shannon McFee

Judge Nicholas Thompson, Scott Wilsker, and
Judge Joe Foster



Congratulations to Judge Nick Thompson who was
sworn in as the new Chair of the Florida Conference of
Circuit Judges!  Judge Thompson is one of our felony
judges in Lee County.
The executive committee of FLCCJ is compromised of
Circuit Judges from the 20th Circuits in Florida. They
are appointed to serve a two year term. The Chair is
principal executive officer of the Conference and
supervises and controls the Executive Committee. 

J U D G E  N I C K  T H O M P S O N

CONGRATULATIONS TO...

was appointed as the Chair of the Education
Committee for the FL Conference of Circuit
Judges. The members of the Judicial
Education committee are responsible for the
educational presentations of the
Conference. Judge Sloan presides over
criminal, civil, juvenile dependency, domestic
relations, and guardianship cases in Hendry
County and serves as the Administrative
Judge. 

J U D G E  J A M E S  S L O A N  

J U D G E  T A R A  P A L U C K  

Congratulations to Lee Co. Judge Tara Paluck who
was sworn in by new Florida Supreme Court Chief
Justice Muñoz to be the Secretary of the Conference
of the County Court Judges of Florida! Judge Paluck
was appointed to fill this position by the President of
the Conference, and then elected by the judges of
the State of Florida to carry out a full term! Judge
Paluck is also an Administrative Judge for Lee County
Court.



V E T E R A N S  D A Y  C E R E M O N Y  H E L D

We celebrated veterans during the annual Lee

County Veterans Treatment Court celebration. The

event was held after Veterans Court which is led by

Lee County Judge Gagliardi. Circuit Judge Margaret

Steinbeck was a guest speaker at the event as she is

an Army Veteran having served on active duty as a

JAG officer from 1984 through 1990. 

"Courage seems to me to speak to the people who

decided to be here Veterans Court and do the hard

work," said Judge Steinbeck. "I'm talking about the

defendants who made the tough choice to take a

plea to agree to do a lot of really hard stuff to be

for yourself and be better for our community." 

Our Lee Treatment Court Manager, Bridget, and her

daughter handed out thank you tokens to our

participants. Thank you to our Treatment Court

Team, Treatment Court Judges and to our

participants in the program.

HUMAN RESOURCES SEARCHING FOR NEW TALENT

Amy Kinsey, Judge Gagliardi, Judge Steinbeck,
Scott Wilsker, and Judge Leigh Hayes

Bridget Washburn, her daughter, and a
graduate 

Human Resources team members attended the 10th
Annual Ave Maria School of Law Government and Public
Interest Career Conversations event. The primary
objective of the event was to provide Ave Maria Law
School students the opportunity to learn about the types
of legal and non-traditional legal positions that are
available in government agencies and public interest
organizations. 

At the event we were able to share with the students
what it is like to work at the Administrative Office of the
Courts and direct students to the opportunities if they are
interested in beginning a career within the State Courts
System.  Additionally, they shared information regarding
summer 2023 internship opportunities.

Natalie Perez and Kerline Merisier at
Ave Maria Law school 



LEE COUNTY MENTAL HEALTH COURT GRADUATION

H E N D R Y  C O U N T Y  D R U G  C O U R T  G R A D U A T I O N S

In Lee County Mental Health Court celebrated three
successful graduations on Tuesday, August 2! Mental
Health Court is a voluntary program that provides
participants with comprehensive services and guidance.
Lee County Mental Health Court has a graduation rate
of 51% with an average of 52 participants in the
program. 

The Mental Health Court team is so proud of all our
participants and especially these three successful
graduates!

Pictures include the successful graduates with the
Honorable Josephine Gagliardi, who presides over the
program. Also shown are the graduates with their
Centerstone therapist, Natalia, and case manager,
Ryne; both of whom work closely with our Mental Health
Court participants.
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On Monday, August 8th, 2022 Hendry County had a
Drug Court Graduation where two Graduates
completed the Program. They were presented
certificates from our Drug Court Judge in Hendry
County, Judge James Sloan. The celebration was small
but very effective. 

Hendry County Drug Court held its first graduation of
the year on January 11, 2023! Judge Hill presented
certificates of completion to two graduates of the
program. We currently have 11 active participants in
Hendry County and are looking for referrals.



OPIOID AND STIMULANT AWARENESS
MONTH

 C O N S T I T U T I O N  D A Y  C E L E B R A T E D  I N  L E E  C O U N T Y

September 17th is Constitution Day and some of our

Judges took turns reading from the Constitution as

part of the Constitution and Citizenship Day at the

Federal Courthouse in downtown Fort Myers. Florida

Supreme Court Justice Jorge Labarga gave the

keynote remarks for the event.

#ConstitutionDay celebrates the birth of
the US Government and the protections

guaranteed by our country’s
foundational document.

For Opioid and Stimulants Awareness Month, the 20th Judicial
Circuit and the Opioid Response Network hosted an Opioid &
Stimulants Awareness Event!

We heard from an Addiction Specialist about current statistics and
challenges of Opioid Use Disorder and Stimulant Use Disorder,
stigma, engagement and retention in the recovery process, and the
importance of collaboration; local law enforcement provided a
snapshot of local trends; and two Drug Court graduates spoke
about their addiction and recovery journeys! 

The keynote speaker for the event was Dr. Stephen Straubing. He is
an Addiction Specialist who discussed current statistics and
challenges of Opioid Use Disorder (OUD) and Stimulant Use
Disorder (SUD), stigma, engagement and retention in the recovery
process, and the importance of collaboration

Thank you to Lee County Judge Josephine Gagliardi and Collier
County Judge Janice Martin for attending and speaking as well. 

Judge Cohen reading a portion of the
Constitution

Judge Leontiev, Judge McGowan, Judge Gagliardi, Judge
McHugh, Judge Mirra, Judge Hayes, Judge Branning, Judge

George, Judge Gentile, and Judge Hayward

Judge Gagliardi, Dr. Stephen Straubing, and
Judge Martin 

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/constitutionday?__eep__=6&__cft__[0]=AZWANVKRI3JDwtMTnk7UnMTwx1XjX5ZZjuVh1DZFEVNZvyI3AXReeNyd4a-8i3l7CuFCdqgSl8HQ7MsJqyQVToEGjRGPb5I0HoeAasmlG9pmGtUOGIeTPw2NBLBafUm9tFLMpFE6Mx3q1AkapV5i7FdX_I9_4En9n8Q3E6LUY-goRTOm10QVpmjZkSeMKLDzY3M&__tn__=*NK-R


 30 CHILDREN ADOPTED 
DURING NATIONAL
ADOPTION AWARENESS
MONTH
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Judge Gilberto Perez with a family 

Adoption hearings were conducted in Charlotte,
Collier and Lee counties during November 2022 to
give 30 children a forever home as their adoptions are
finalized during National Adoption Awareness Month.  

The adoption finalization hearings began on Monday,
November 14th, 2022 at 3:00 p.m. in Charlotte
County. Judge Mary Evans presided over the
adoptions of three children who were given their
forever homes by two families.  A foster family that
has cared for twins for more than two years  adopted
them. 

On Friday, November 18th, 2022, seven children had
their finalization hearings at the Collier County
Courthouse with Judge Shannon McFee presiding.
Families from the local community vowed to love,
nurture, and care for these children all through their
lives. 

The hearings concluded on National Adoption Day on
Saturday, November 19th, 2022, at the Lee County
Courthouse where Judge Gilberto Perez presided over
the hearings beginning at 10:00 a.m. In addition to a
toddler adopted by a family that had previously
adopted his siblings, two sibling groups were also
legally joined to adoptive families. 

National Adoption Awareness Month is a
collective national effort to raise awareness of
the more than 21,399 children currently in foster
care waiting to find permanent, loving families. 

The Children’s Network of SWFL is the lead
agency for child welfare in Southwest Florida.
Since 2004, they have been responsible for
recruiting and supporting prospective adoptive
parents and have finalized over 2805 adoptions.
Currently there are 227 children waiting for
adoption; 65 of these children have no identified
home. 

A family at Lee County's adoption hearing



CONGRATULATIONS TO...

J U D Y  G R O O S

A N N E  D O N O H U E

L O I S  M I L A Z Z O

The Citizen’s Foster Care Review Board(CFRB) held their
annual appreciation dinner for all of the volunteer
member on October 18, 2022. The CFRB serves the
Collier County community in partnership with the

Judiciary by conducting Judicial reviews for families and
children under the Juvenile Dependency Court. The

CFRB comprises of dedicated citizens that volunteer to
safeguard the welfare of  children, monitor parents

progress and ensure families are receiving the
necessary resources. 

At the annual event, Collier County’s Dependency Case
manager, Judy Groos was recognized for her 24 years

of dedicated service and commitment to Collier County
families by assisting the CFRB in fulfilling their mission.

Dependency Judge Shannon McFee addressed the
members expressing his  appreciation for the

commitment and service provided to the families for the
last 30 years. 

Lois Milazzo, HR Assistant Manager retired
today after 20 plus years of dedicated and
loyal service to the 20th Judicial Circuit. 

 Lois held many roles such as Circuit Judicial
Assistant, Digital Court Reporter and for the
last decade, working in Human Resources.  

Lee County's Criminal Division Administrative
Assistant, Anne Donohue, retires after 20

years with the Administrative Office of the
Courts. Throughout her career with the AOC,
Anne was also a Secretary in Probation and

Pretrial and Clerical Supervisor.
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IN THE COMMUNITY
J U D G E S  O U T S I D E  O F  T H E  C O U R T R O O M

Judges Blake Adams, Elizabeth Krier, Shannon
McFee, Fred Hardt, and Hugh Hayes at the 2022
Judicial Appreciation luncheon held by the
Collier County Women's Bar Association. 

Collier County Judge Tamara Nicola and
Florida Supreme Court Justice Jamie Grosshans

at the 2022 Annual Education Program and
Business Meeting Conference of the County

Court Judges of Florida. 

Chief Judge McHugh welcome Florida
Supreme Court's Chief Justice Carlos
Muniz at the Lee County Courthouse.

Judge Gagliardi and the Lee County Treatment Courts Team join Lee
County Commissioners to name September Opioid and Stimulant

Awareness Month.

Judge Gagliardi participated in theAnnual Homeless Service Day and
Veterans Standdown

President of the Collier Co. BarAssociation, Magistrate Ed Larsen,with Judge Hugh Hayes at hisretirement party held by the CCBA

Chief Judge McHugh moderated a panel

about local resources for Mental Health

at the Lee County Bar Association

August Lunch and Learn
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AROUND THE COURTS

Lee County Court Security along with the Lee County Sheriff’s Office held
the first Safety Monitor Meeting of 2023. In departments throughout the
Lee County Justice Center, safety monitors are responsible for keeping

employees informed when a situation arises, revising evacuation
procedures, and monitoring safety issues.

 The Lee County Criminal
Division held it’s 2nd Annual
Chili Cook Off! After a highly

competitive vote, Administrative
Services Supervisor, Scott

Peckham’s chili was crowned the
winner for Best Overall and also
won the prize for Most Unique! 

 Probation Officer Kristen
Bennett’s chili was voted

Spiciest! 

Judge Carolyn Swift held a mini-adoption event in
October for three Lee County families. Making

forever families official!

Fifty students from the Sanibel School had a Q&A
session with Circuit Judge Robert Branning. The 7th
and 8th graders asked questions about the process

to become a judge, favorite parts of the job, and the
“typical” steps of a court case. 

Lee County Probation and
Pretrial Departments
celebrated Pretrial,

Probation, and Parole
Supervision Week in July! 
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