
As much as I like being a prosecutor, and most recently Alger County's prosecutor, I can never bring myself to be a cheerleader on Law Day. There's too much wrong with our legal system to get all misty –eyed about it, but I do have something positive to say about the practice of law in Alger County.


What I'm finding most embarrassing about the legal system this year is the daily coverage of the prosecution and defense of high-profile defendants Kobe Bryant, Michael Jackson, Scott Peterson and Martha Stewart.


Previous high profile cases have at least underscored the need for reform in some substantive area, for example the presentation of psychological defenses. Indeed, Michigan abolished its "diminished capacity" defense in 2001, leaving only the more stringent insanity defense as a bar that designer disorders can't reach. 


The current slate of high profile cases, however, reflect only the steady decline of dignity in the courtroom and civility in the legal profession.


Its not just the portrayal of criminal trials as staged and scripted events, or the investment of routine pre-trial motions with great strategic significance – it’s the behavior of the attorneys towards each other.


It’s the endless posturing, the gratuitous nastiness, the focus on the motives of one's opponent rather than the merits of one's claim or defense, and the willingness to play the ethics or politics card for client and public consumption.


Courtroom theatrics can unfortunately be seen almost anywhere, including the U.P. Trial attorneys who prefer a reserved and businesslike approach, and feel that flamboyant trial tactics are both distracting and insulting to the intelligence of jurors, are becoming a minority. 


The good news, reported in honor of Law Day, is that Alger County is an oasis of civility. The local defense bar has not only resurrected my expectation of civility but has renewed my acquaintance with real professionalism, which consists of skilled advocacy, realistic negotiations and unfailing courtesy.

