Conti to Step Down After Four Decades on NDCAL Bench
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SAN FRANCISCO — After 45 years on the bench, Senior District Judge Samuel Conti of the Northern District of California will retire at the end of October.
Conti, the longest serving judge in the district's history, was appointed to the federal bench by President Richard Nixon in 1970. He has continued to handle cases since assuming senior status in 1987.Over the course of his career, Conti has presided over a number of high profile Bay Area cases, including the sentencing of Sara Jane Moore who attempted to assassinate President Gerald Ford and a copyright case involving musician John Fogerty. The Fogerty trial saw the Creedence Clearwater Revival frontman take the witness stand with his guitar in hand to explain his song-writing process.
"Following his career in some sense and some ways tells you the history of the Bay Area because so many of his cases are entwined with the history here," said Morrison & Foerster partner Stephen Freccero, who clerked for the judge after graduating from law school in 1987.
In 1979 and 1980, Conti oversaw a nine-month racketeering trial involving members of the Hell's Angel motorcycle club. In a phone interview Thursday, Conti said the case was "very tiring and difficult" since his wife, children and mother were all threatened and required protection from the U.S. Marshals. "If I was smart in those days I would have recused myself, but I was young and energetic," the judge said.
Outside the district, Conti sat by designation in courts across the country as well as in Guam, Saipan, and American Samoa. His matters have allowed him to delve into the fishing industry in Alaska, the subway system in New York, and oil sales in the South Pacific.
Conti calls being a federal district judge "the best job that anybody can ever have" and said he never had a desire to be appointed to the appellate bench. "All those people do is read papers. We see people and we hear their problems and we try to come up with solutions," Conti said. "I've considered every case I've had as a learning experience for me."
In particular, the judge pointed to a case he handled in the past decade against officials of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. A pair of nonprofit organizations accused the agency of providing inadequate mental health care to soldiers returning from war leading to high suicide rates. In 2008, Conti, an Army veteran himself, issued an 82-page decision outlining problems at the VA. But he concluded that it was beyond his jurisdiction to offer the sweeping relief sought by the plaintiffs. An en banc panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit largely upheld Conti's ruling on the jurisdictional issues in 2012.
Conti calls the VA case "the only case I'm sorry I was affirmed on."
"If anything, the government owes it to veterans to take care of them when they're injured and when they have [PTSD] and all of the other problems," Conti said. "However, I thought at the time, that I didn't have the authority to take over the [VA]."
Steven Taylor, managing partner of Keker & Van Nest, said that one thing that stood out about the judge was his appetite for trial. Taylor clerked for Conti in 2000 and 2001—a span that included a 10-week visit to the Southern District of New York where the judge sat by designation. "We just mowed through their trial calendar," said Taylor, who saw the judge preside over more than a dozen trials during his year-long clerkship.
"He liked the drama and the uncertainty of what was going to happen each day," Taylor said. "That aspect of the clerkship went a long way to send me toward being a trial lawyer," he said.
According to the Federal Judicial Center's website, Conti is one of 29 Nixon appointees still on the federal bench, all of whom have taken senior status. According to the site, U.S. District Judge William Enright of the Southern District of California is the only remaining Nixon appointee in the state's federal district courts besides Conti. Circuit Judges Alfred Goodwin and J. Clifford Wallace are the only two remaining Nixon appointees sitting at the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit.
Coblentz Patch Duffy & Bass partner Julie Greer, who clerked in 1999 and 2000, echoed a number of Conti's former clerks, calling the judge "an incredibly warm human being." She and other former clerks acknowledged that the sentiment might surprise members of the bar and criminal defendants who've come before Conti, given his no-nonsense courtroom demeanor and his reputation for handing down long sentences. Said Keker's Taylor, "I think he presented a different persona out on the bench than back in chambers."
When asked what he planned to do in retirement, the judge said he planned to read and travel with his wife. "I'm going to read something other than law books," he said.
As for the timing of his decision, Conti said, "I'm 93 years old. What do you expect me to do? Do it another 15 years? I could do it another 15. But why?"
Contact the reporter at rtodd@alm.com.


Read more: http://www.therecorder.com/id=1202738754512/Conti-to-Step-Down-After-Four-Decades-on-NDCAL-Bench#ixzz3nQJXH4HT
image1.jpeg




