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Execu&ve Summary 
From January through June 2026, the Court Watch Project conducted structured 
observa&ons of adult Order of Protec&on (OP) dockets in Division 16 of the 22nd 
Judicial Circuit Court, City of St. Louis. Eleven trained monitors a]ended 18 
in-person dockets, documen&ng courtroom procedures, judicial demeanor, safety 
and security prac&ces, and the overall experience of pe&&oners and respondents, 
most of whom appeared without legal representa&on. 

This report summarizes findings in three core areas by the Advisory Team, made 
up of volunteer program chairs and NCJWSTL staff: transparency, safety and 
security, and li&gant support. It provides historical context, methodology, and 
recommenda&ons to strengthen the court’s response to domes&c violence 
survivors. 

About the Court Watch Project 
The Court Watch Project’s mission is to: 

• Ensure pe&&oners and respondents in domes&c violence cases are treated 
in a suppor&ve, responsive, and just manner; 

• Support judges and courthouse staff by providing data and best-prac&ce 
research; 

• Create a more informed and engaged public. 

For more than 20 years, trained volunteers have observed adult OP hearings in 
the St. Louis Circuit Courts. Since 2016, the Project has produced 17 reports based 
on more than 300 observed dockets, informing improvements in courtroom 
safety, accessibility, language access, and transparency. 

The Project is part of the systems-advocacy work of the St. Louis Ending Domes&c 
and Sexual Violence Network (SLEDSVN). In 2026, the Na&onal Council of Jewish 
Women St. Louis (NCJWSTL) became the lead coordina&ng agency aeer taking 
over the program from St. Martha’s. 
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"Generally, the Judge’s demeanor was calm, even and respec9ul. He gave detailed instruc=ons 
throughout the proceedings. He consistently directed Pe==oners to work with Vic=m Services 
Staff who were available in the jury box. He gave instruc=ons to the par=es regarding protec=on 
of their rights." 

History of the Project in St. Louis City Family Court 
The Project has periodically observed mul&ple divisions for over two decades. 
Aeer receiving the Office of Violence Against Women’s Jus&ce for Families Grant 
in 2015, consistent monitoring began in Division 14. Between 2016 and 2020, six 
judges rotated through the division, and five reports were produced. 

Recommenda&ons emphasized: 

• Strengthening courtroom safety; 

• Improving accessibility; 

• Enhancing language access; 

• Increasing transparency for pro se li&gants; 

• Providing ongoing domes&c violence training for court staff and judicial 
officers. 

The Project paused in March 2020 due to COVID-19. During this &me, community 
organiza&ons expanded collabora&on and supported grant applica&ons that 
strengthened advocacy services within the adult abuse office. 

Recently, the Court implemented a separate compliance docket in St. Louis County 
for respondents ordered to a]end ba]erers interven&on programs—an ini&a&ve 
first recommended by the Project in 2017. This docket now includes criminal 
domes&c violence cases in coordina&on with the Circuit A]orney’s Office. 

Methodology 
The Court Watch Project uses a transparent, collabora&ve monitoring process. 
Judges and court administrators receive examples of all monitoring tools (the 
Courtroom Protocol and Case Observa&on Forms – see end of report) and are 
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advised of focus areas in advance, and vic&m service providers may offer input 
before each observa&on cycle. 

Monitors complete a Courtroom Protocol Form for each docket, assessing: 

• Judicial demeanor, communica&on and temperament; 

• Efficiency of proceedings; 

• Safety and security; 

• Transparency of the legal process; 

• Availability of vic&m advocates and interpreters. 

Narra&ve comments provide addi&onal context. All forms are reviewed for 
accuracy and objec&vity (see observa&on forms at end of report). 

 

“Judge was responsive and respec9ul to the pe==oner.” 

 
Scope of Observa3ons 
The presiding judge in Division 16 conducts first appearances and contested 
hearings in person. Monitors observed the 9:30 AM in-person dockets. 

The Advisory Team focused on: 

• Transparency; 

• Safety & Security; 

• Judicial demeanor, communica&on and temperament. 

• Efficiency of proceedings.  

• Li&gant Support. 
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Sample Size 
• 11 monitors (some monitors observed more than one docket); 

• 18 dockets observed; 

• Most dockets were observed by one monitor accompanied by the Project 
Coordinator or an experienced monitor. 

“Judge included instruc=ons to friends and family about disrup=ons, not talking, etc. – first =me 
I have seen that (a good thing).” 

 

Key Findings 

Strengths 
• Judge demeanor: Respeckul, calm, and a]en&ve; 

• Transparency: Clear explana&ons during docket; 

• Empathy: Demonstrated pa&ence and compassion toward pe&&oners. 

Areas Needing Improvement 
• Privacy: Consider ways to limit sensi&ve tes&mony that can be overheard 

due to courtroom layout; 

• Docket structure: Consider scheduling call dockets in the morning and 
hearings in the aeernoon. Evaluate whether an addi&onal docket day is 
needed to manage the high average caseload; 

• Con&nuances: Consider staggering con&nuances to reduce conges&on and 
wait &mes; 

• Safety: Consider placing a bailiff in the hallway to diffuse tense situa&ons. 

Transparency Findings 
Most li&gants appear without a]orneys and oeen struggle to understand court 
procedures and what’s expected of them. When li&gants clearly understand the 
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process, they are more likely to follow instruc&ons and orders, return to court, 
and feel respected. Of par&cular concern is the need for pe&&oners to be well 
prepared to provide recent evidence to support their statements.  

Safety and Security Findings 
Monitors noted that courtroom layout and docket flow can affect the sense of 
safety for pe&&oners, respondents, and observers. Sensi&ve tes&mony may be 
overheard when par&es wait in close proximity or when hearings proceed in an 
open courtroom semng. 

The Project recommends reviewing courtroom sea&ng, wai&ng areas, and docket 
&ming to reduce unnecessary contact between par&es and to be]er protect 
privacy during contested ma]ers. 

Li&gant Support Findings 
Because most li&gants appear without legal representa&on, accessible 
explana&ons, visible resources, and consistent advocate (both from the City Court 
and domes&c violence agencies) availability are essen&al to helping par&es 
understand expecta&ons and op&ons. 

The Project recommends ensuring that printed or digital resources are available at 
the bailiff’s desk, that available advocacy services are clearly iden&fied, and that 
procedural informa&on is reinforced throughout the docket. 

The Court Watch Project recognizes that pe&&oners in domes&c violence ma]ers 
are oeen at heightened risk of in&mida&on, retalia&on, or renewed trauma, and 
that unstructured contact with a respondent, even in passing, can compromise 
both their safety and their willingness to par&cipate in the process. Bailiffs serve a 
cri&cal role in preven&ng such contact and in maintaining a courtroom 
atmosphere that is secure, neutral, and free from in&mida&on. 

 

“Judge instructed Court personnel to make sure an interpreter was present for the con=nuance.” 
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Recommenda&ons 
• Bailiffs shall maintain a visible and a]en&ve presence throughout domes&c 

violence proceedings, posi&oning themselves to monitor interac&ons 
among the par&es and to respond promptly to any sign of distress, 
in&mida&on, or escala&on both in and out of the courtroom;  

• Review docket scheduling and con&nuance prac&ces to reduce conges&on, 
wait &mes, and unnecessary contact between par&es; 

• Increase the visibility and accessibility of resources for pro se li&gants, 
including advocate informa&on, procedural guidance, and available 
language-access supports; 

• City should invest in private process servers to deliver the summons to the 
Respondent to cut down on no-service cases; 

• Court changes its process to reschedule the hearing if the Respondent 
hasn’t been served as of 48 hours prior to the scheduled hearing; 

• Judge should con&nue to provide a brief judicial introduc&on at the start of 
each docket explaining the order of proceedings, available op&ons, and 
what li&gants should expect. 
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Domes&c Violence & Sexual Assault Resources 

This page compiles crisis hotlines, local Missouri resources, and suppor&ve 
services for individuals experiencing domes&c violence, sexual assault, or related 
crises. 

 

24/7 Crisis Hotlines 

Safe Connec&ons Crisis Line 
Phone: 314-531-2003 
Website: h]ps://safeconnec&ons.org/ 

Na&onal Domes&c Violence Hotline 
Phone: 888-799-SAFE (7233) 
Website: h]ps://www.thehotline.org/ 

Na&onal Sexual Assault Hotline (RAINN) 
Phone: 800-656-4673 

Deaf Crisis Line 
Videophone: 321-800-3323 
Text: HAND to 839863 

 

Safety Planning 

Personal Safety Plan Tool 
Link: h]ps://&nyurl.com/2p9ud3v8 

This resource helps individuals create a customized safety plan for leaving or 
naviga&ng an unsafe situa&on. 

 

 

 

https://safeconnections.org/
https://www.thehotline.org/
https://tinyurl.com/2p9ud3v8
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Missouri-Based Resources 

Missouri Council Against Domes&c and Sexual Violence (MOCADSV) 
Website: h]ps://www.mocadsv.org/ 
Provides statewide advocacy, training, and connec&ons to shelters and service 
providers. 

St. Martha’s Hall 
Website: h]ps://saintmarthas.org/ 
Offers confiden&al shelter and support services for women and children 
experiencing domes&c violence. 

 

NCJWSTL Resources 

NCJWSTL Family Resource Guide 
Website: h]ps://ncjwstl.org/family-resource-guide/ 
A comprehensive guide to local services including housing, food access, legal 
support, and crisis assistance. 

NCJWSTL Healing Hearts Bank 
Website: h]ps://ncjwstl.org/what-we-do/community-service/healing-hearts-
bank/ 
Provides women and families in need with micro-loans of up to $500 to help 
further their financial independence. 
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