
2020 Pierce County Democrats Endorsement Questionnaire 
-Judicial Election- 

Candidate Name: Tom Quinlan 

Position sought: Pierce County Superior Court, Dept. 6 

Date submitted: April 11, 2020   

In judicial elections, the Pierce County Democratic Central Committee (Pierce County Democrats) seeks to 
endorse well qualified candidates with the education, experience, ability, and temperament to reach just 
decisions in the individual cases brought before them and who will also seek to make the justice system more 
understandable, accessible, and equitable for all.  The Endorsements Committee screens candidates for and 
makes endorsement recommendations to the Pierce County Democrats.   

The Pierce County Democrats may withdraw endorsement of any judicial candidate it determines has acted in 
conflict with the answers provided during the screening process or it determines has violated the letter or the 
spirit of the Code of Judicial Conduct or the Rules of Professional Conduct. 

You may respond N/A (not applicable) if appropriate.  Expand or decrease space as needed. 

Questions 

1. Why are you running for this particular position?  

I am motivated to become a Pierce County Superior Court Judge because I am called to make a 
positive difference in the community.  I want to bring my 28 years of experience as a courtroom 
lawyer and legal counselor, my unique leadership skills and training as a Judge Advocate, and my 
legal education to this position.  I was recently honored to receive the Distinguished Service Award 
from the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Association, which in its preamble states “For years of changing 
lives for the better….” I believe that statement sums up my reasons and that I am uniquely qualified 
to serve in this position. 

2. What are your qualifications for seeking this office, and what was the nature of your law practice? 

I have had a legal career about which I feel both proud and fortunate, and my qualifications can be 
summarized in 5 points: My candidate ratings, judicial experience, breadth of experience, military 
service, and the trust that is placed in me by the legal community. 

Ratings: I have been rated “Exceptionally Well Qualified” to serve by SIX independent Bar 
associations – their highest rating. See below for details.  
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Judicial Experience: I have served as Superior Court Judge Pro Tem for 6 years and a Judge Pro 
Tem for two Pierce County municipalities, where I have presided over matters ranging from 
contested traffic infractions to a domestic assault jury trial. As Superior Court Judge, I have assisted 
in high conflict family law cases, including involving matters of child custody.  I have been a Superior 
Court Commissioner Pro Tem, making decisions on matters ranging from child custody and support 
related matters to probate and landlord tenant law issues.   

Broad Legal Experience:   I have experience in all substantive areas of the law that a Superior Court 
Judge will encounter, including both civil and criminal law. Early in my career, I gained trial 
experience practicing criminal law and family law.   For more than a decade, I have practiced as a 
civil trial attorney.  I represent clients in State Superior Courts, as well as federal courts.  My 
practice has been primarily personal injury litigation, bankruptcy litigation, construction and real 
property litigation, as well as business organization and corporate commercial transactions law. I 
have represented clients in family law matters and am regularly in juvenile court as volunteer 
counsel for a charitable organization involved in dependency matters.  All of my experience includes 
resolution through mediation, arbitration, or trials.  

Military: My civilian legal career is complimented by my 22 years of experience as a Judge Advocate 
in the US Army Reserve.  I am a Lieutenant Colonel currently assigned as the Deputy Commander of 
a unit comprised of lawyers and paralegal non-commissioned officers. I am directly responsible for 
ensuring that Soldiers are fully trained in all aspects of military law, including the Uniform Code of 
Military Justice (UCMJ) and Sexual Harassment and Assault Prevention (SHARP).  Recently, I have 
been the legal advisor to a General Officer Commander. I provided professional oversight and 
leadership in the production of legal opinions and review of command generated actions on a variety 
of matters such as military justice, ethics, administrative law and labor law.  I provided standards of 
conduct guidance as the command’s primary ethics counselor.   My previous position was that of 
Senior Defense Counsel, Pacific Northwest Region, where I was responsible for providing trial 
defense counsel services to Army Reservists charged with crimes.  I detailed or scheduled counsel to 
represent American Soldiers charged with violations of the UCMJ and became acutely familiar with 
PTSD and other mental health related issues.  

Trust: I have accepted court-appointed representation in complex guardianship estate and 
bankruptcy litigation.  I regularly represent other lawyers, and have represented judges and their 
family members.  This trust from other attorneys and members of the judiciary shows their 
confidence that I have the required skill, knowledge, and temperament to be Judge. 

3. If your past legal practice has emphasized one area of law, how will you prepare to decide other disputes 
and demonstrate to litigants that you can competently do so? 

I am a unique candidate in this race in that I have had a depth and balance of experience in both civil 
and criminal law.  As stated by the current holder of the position I seek, Judge Jack Nevin, in his 
endorsement of me, “You will not find a more well-rounded and qualified candidate for the Pierce 
County bench than Tom Quinlan.  His skill, attitude toward service, and leadership will make him a real 
asset to our bench.” 

 2
PCDCC Judicial Endorsement Questionnaire for Tom Quinlan



4. What are the most important issues for the jurisdiction you would serve or for the court you seek to join? 

In criminal cases, I believe the most important current issues surround (a) mental health and the 
burgeoning need for more efficient competency evaluations and (b) the explosion of opiate drug 
addiction related issues and inadequate public rehabilitation and mental health services. In the realm 
of civil cases, I believe the current most important issue is the delivery of legal services in a cost 
effective manner so as to ameliorate the disparate cost of access to justice.  Also, COVID 19 has had 
an impact on families, people seeking justice, and on the County’s sales and excise tax revenue. This 
means there will be an increase in need for access to the courts with an attendant shortfall to 
projected County budget incomes.  The last significant economic downturn that impacted the Court’s 
budget was during my tenure as TPCBA President.  I have a record of being a collaborative leader 
familiar with the Court’s budget and capable of finding solutions in a supporting role to the Presiding 
Judge in interactions with the County Council and Executive.    

5. Why should the Pierce County Democratic Party support you for this position?  

The PCDCC should support me because I am the most qualified candidate to serve as Judge. 
Members can vote to endorse me with confidence, assured that I share values that are in common 
with them.  As stated by Larry Seaquist (D) in his letter to Governor Inslee for consideration of 
appointment to the bench: “Tom shares our ideals and values…” 

While judicial positions are non-partisan, I would hold the values of being independent and non-
partisan and would be honored to have my neighbors’ endorsement.  

6. If you hold any Democratic Party values, how have you demonstrated them?  

I adhere to principles and ideals that all Americans benefit with opportunity and justice for all, 
devoid of discrimination based on one’s status, age, race, creed, gender, sexual orientation or 
disability. I believe that everyone willing to work hard should have the chance to make the most of 
their potential and achieve the “American dream.”  As it relates to the judicial branch of 
government, judges are charged with responsibility to ensure that we protect liberties and live in a 
fair society where everyone has equal opportunity and equal access to justice.  I have demonstrated 
these values in my fair and impartial treatment of cases as a Judge Pro Tem, as well as through my 
volunteer work providing legal services to unaccompanied minors who are refugees or victims of 
human trafficking. 

7. Please list any key endorsements. 

A complete endorsement list is available on www.quinlanforjudge.com.  A summary includes: 

Judges include: 

Justice Steven González   Justice Charles Johnson 
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Hon. Jack F. Nevin (retiring from the position sought) 

Hon. Helen Whitener    Hon. James Orlando 
Hon. Jerry Costello    Hon Susan Serko (ret.) 
Hon. John A. Miller    Hon. Kevin G. Ringus 
Hon. Lloyd Oakes    Han Andrea Beale 

Other Elected include: 

Councilmember Marty Campbell  Councilmember Derek Young 
Councilmember Connie Ladenburg  City Councilmember Conor McCarthy   

8. Provide ratings from any Bar Associations, either in this election or a prior one. 

I have received the highest ratings of “Exceptionally Well Qualified” to be a Superior Court Judge by 
six separate bar associations, each with an independent perspective on the judiciary.  Those are the 
Veterans’ Bar Association of  Washington, Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Association, Washington 
Women Lawyers, Latina/o Bar Association of  Washington, Joint Asian Judicial Evaluation Committee, 
Loren Miller Bar Association.  I have been rated Well Qualified by QLaw. 

9. Has any professional or disciplinary body made a finding that you violated any rule or code of judicial or 
professional conduct?  If so, please provide a full explanation. 

No. Never.  

10. To what Bar groups or sections do you belong now or have belonged to in the past? 

I am admitted to practice law in: 

Washington State, 1991 
United States District Court (Western District of Washington), 1991	
United States Bankruptcy Court (Western District of Washington), 1991	
United States Army Courts, 1998 	
United States Court of Appeals (Ninth Circuit), 1992	
United States Supreme Court, 2006	

In addition to the WSBA, I am a 28 year member of the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Association, of 
which I am a Past President.  I was founding and served later as Trustee of the Tacoma-Pierce County 
Bar Foundation (1998; 2013) and Barrister in the Judge Robert Bryant (Puget Sound) Inns of Court-
(2009-11). In the past, I belonged to the Washington State Association of Justice, the Federal Bar 
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Association and WSBA Sections: Military and Veterans, Debtor-Creditor, Young Lawyer Division, of 
which I am past President; and, TPCBA Sections: Construction Law, Criminal Law, Family Law and 
Young Lawyers..    

11. When in law school did you participate in a bar review publication?  What was your final class rank? 

I was in the top 25% in my law school graduating class.  I did not participate in law review. 

12. How have you supported pro bono or low-cost legal services? 

In law school, I participated in its community free legal clinics. 

In 1998, I was one of the original members of the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Foundation, a non-
profit, charity organized for the purpose of raising funds to support the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar 
Association’s Volunteer Legal Services (VLS) program.  The VLS program is Pierce County’s 
primary provider of indigent, pro bono lawyer referrals, and until recently was the sole organized 
provider of such services within Pierce County.   

More recently, as President of the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Association, I was confronted with the 
stark reality that demand for VLS Services had increased by 400% in the two (2) years preceding my 
term, while outside funding sources had decreased markedly.  This has raised the very real specter 
that those in need would not receive assistance.  Also, the increase in need has caused an exponential 
burden upon the judicial system attributable to an increase in the pro se litigant population.  I 
commissioned a complete overhaul of the VLS program starting with a top-to-bottom assessment of 
the program, its funding needs, its fundraising efforts, and its VLS Committee oversight, which 
resulted in a comprehensive five (5) year plan, which the TPCBA Board of Trustees adopted and is 
currently being implemented.  The VLS program has since been recognized as one of the best in the 
state and has received numerous awards and accolades. The focus of bolstering the VLS program 
ensures delivery of services to now more than an average of 4,000 people annually in Pierce County 
and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future, if the stewardship remains in place.   

As an executive officer of the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Association, I spent many dozens of hours 
over 3 years improving upon and implementing changes in the Pierce County VLS program. I was 
recognized by the Trustees of the Tacoma-Pierce County Bar Foundation, a charitable organization 
charged with fundraising and supporting the VLS program. As a result of these efforts, I was 
honored to receive a special Leadership Award at the 2014 VLS annual banquet. 

I have been a member of the Access to Justice Board and frequent attendee to its organizational 
meetings.   

I have provided legal assistance to hundreds of veterans at Joint Base Lewis-McChord as an Army 
Reserve Judge Advocate.   

Since its inception 8 years ago, I have provided at least four 4 hours of pro bono mediation services 
(as mediator) a quarter, under the Judge Thomas Glover Bankruptcy mediation program.  
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For over a decade, I have provided free and low fee legal services to Catholic Community Services 
(CCS) in dependency actions in the juvenile court (Remann Hall).  CCS provides and administers 
DSHS and other benefits to dependent minors who are in this country secondary to their designation 
by the United Nations as refugees, with the approval of the US State Department. Each child’s story 
is a horrific tragedy, but their individual resilience and appreciation for living in a safe environment 
and their attendant successes are motivational.  I spend on average ten (10) hours a week on CCS 
dependency related matters.   For these efforts, I have received the TPCBA’s Distinguished Service 
Award.   

In the past three years, I have led a dynamic group of legal professionals as the Deputy Commander 
of the 6th Legal Operations Detachment, US Army Reserve at JBLM.  Under my leadership, forty of 
those Soldiers and paralegals have provided free legal assistance to over 1,350 Pierce County and 
South Sound Veterans, including preparing Wills and powers of attorney, reviewing contracts, 
landlord and debtor creditor issues. Of the two hundred person Army Reserve, my team has been 
recognized as the single best at providing pro bono legal services nationwide by their receipt of the 
highest award, the Chief of Staff of the Army Award of Excellence for Legal Services for an 
unprecedented three years in a row.     

As a judge, I will recognize and readily accept the responsibility of ensuring every person’s 
accessibility to the courts.  I will work to remove both real and perceived barriers to access to our 
courts, including physical barriers that impose a hardship on those with disabilities. I will strive to 
remove language barriers by ensuring access to interpreters, and making VLS and lawyer referral 
information available to all who come in contact with the court.    Equally important is that as a 
lawyer in private practice, I am mindful of the significant expense related to involvement with the 
legal system and will remain mindful of that expense so as to ensure I am well prepared, decisive, and 
efficient with the time of all parties and lawyers,  while remaining fair and impartial.          

13. Do you have a judicial philosophy?  If so, what is it? 

A judge must uphold the dignity of the office, be independent and non-partisan.  Each case before a 
judge should be treated with undivided attention, patience and impartiality.  In addition, it is 
important to treat all participants with respect and dignity, a component of which is providing a 
detailed statement of the basis for any decision made.   

14. How is being a judge different than being a lawyer, if it is? 

A Judge is decision-maker and ultimate arbiter of disputes and is charged with making an informed 
decision based upon the law to achieve justice.  A judge must separate himself/herself from personal 
prejudices, political opinion, popularity contests and advocacy of law when basing his/her decision on 
the merits and upon the law.  A judge must uphold the dignity of the office at all times to assure 
confidence in the judicial system and the judge’s decisions are not based upon passion or prejudice, 
but rather the rule of law.  On the other hand, a lawyer is an advocate for his/her client, constrained 
by ethical duties, who is charged with providing advocacy and sound legal counsel to his/her client.    
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IF ELECTED TO THIS POSITION…..  
15. How would you educate and inform the public about your court and the justice system? 

I would (as I have as a judge pro tem and arbitrator) provide the detailed reasons for my decisions.  
In my view, a publically elected judiciary presupposes that what occurs in a public proceeding is 
worthy of public judgment.  Second, I would willingly, when given the opportunity outside of the 
bench, to inform the public about the court system and its programs. 

16. What would you do to provide greater access to the civil judicial system for non-wealthy people? 

I would work collaboratively with the court administrator and the courthouse facilities manager 
to coordinate with the Bar Association’s VLS to increase a presence within the courthouse so that 
pro se litigants had more direct access to information and services, which may provide some relief 
to the over-burdened courthouse facilitator.  This is especially important in the realm of family law 
and landlord tenant disputes.   I would continue to support legal clinics and make referrals to 
those on a case-by-case basis. 

17. If you think that the judicial system improperly produces different results for certain groups or 
classifications, what would you do to remedy that problem? 

I am very familiar with the Report on Race and Washington’s Criminal Justice System, co-authored 
by now Justice González. Its findings are that racial and ethnic minorities are disproportionally in 
the DOC system and the juvenile justice system.  Charging crimes is within the discretion of the 
Prosecutor, which discretion should be reviewed for potential abuses and/or biases by the courts.  
The adjudicative process is within the realm of the trial judge, in which I am mindful of the 
report’s findings of the impact of financial disparities on representation and potential for bias in 
the jury selection processes.  Adult criminal sentencing is governed by the WA Sentencing Reform 
Act, which was intended to provide some uniformity in sentences by establishing sentencing 
ranges, but nonetheless leaves some discretion to judges. The Juvenile Justice Act also provides 
standard range sentencing guidelines, with additional discretionary measures allowed the 
sentencing judge.   In light of the report’s findings, including of unintended racial and ethnic 
biases, I would be ever vigilant and mindful of the potential for bias creeping into the decision 
making process and assess each matter before me on a case-by-case basis.  Both of these adopted 
guidelines are in need of review and modification in light of many unintended consequences.            

18. Do you think there is a problem with the way in which legal financial obligations or other costs and fines 
are currently imposed on criminal defendants?  If so, what would you do to remedy that problem? 

To the extent that fines result in failure of a defendant to rehabilitate resulting in repeated return 
to the court system, yes.  I would consider the financial resources of the individual and may 
replace or substitute fines with measurable community service hours on a case-by-case basis as 
circumstances warrant. 

19. Do you support or oppose alternatives to criminal prosecution, such as drug courts, mental health courts, 
diversion programs, etc.?  What changes would you make, if any? 
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Yes, I support all of the above.  Being committed to drug court program success is more than a 
slogan to me.    I have a unique perspective on drug court.  I participated and reviewed several 
days of drug court, over a period of 24 weeks not as a lawyer, but as a parent of a young adult 
participating in drug court while he was/is struggling with heroin addiction.  I am confident that 
all who were involved are dedicated to each person’s rehabilitation success.  However, the system 
is fraught with inadequacies and challenges.   I will bring my unique knowledge and experiences 
relating to addiction and work to enhance drug court and assure the rehabilitative success of 
eligible participants and reduction of recidivism.    

In contrast to Kitsap, Thurston and King Counties, Pierce has not embraced the concept of a 
separate Veterans Court. I have a working relationship with Alfie Alvarado-Ramos, the Director 
of the WA Dept. of Veterans Affairs, which is a resource for the development of a veteran’s court.  
Veterans are a considerable presence in our community, they are a substantial portion of the 
population that suffers from mental health and drug related health issues.  It is not widely known 
that if a veteran is incarcerated, they lose their VA benefits during the time of incarceration.  The 
reality is that VA benefits do not automatically become reinstated.  The veteran must reapply and 
deal with the VA bureaucracy and attendant delays in reinstatement once released.  The absence of 
benefits after release from custody does not serve the veteran, it does not serve family members, 
and it is not in the community’s interest.  I would encourage and support a dialogue with our 
Prosecutor’s Office, the Court Administrator and all 21 other judges to study effective veterans 
courts in our neighboring counties with the intent of implementing those lessons learned. 

20. How would you approach any caseload or court congestion issues? 

In collaboration with the Presiding Judge, I would continue support of the Executive’s budget that 
funds the Pierce County Superior Court judicial positions that have been authorized by the 
Legislature, but which have gone unfunded by Council for at least ten years.   As a judge, I would 
consider using a federal model of dispensing with oral argument on some types of motions thereby 
saving parties’ legal fees.  If assigned to the family law department (rotation), where 80% of  
family law trials involve at least one pro se litigant (according to the last two years of available 
statistics), I would attempt to resolve the delays and costs to the court and parties by 
implementing a case schedule order and status conference requirement.  Those would address pro 
se involvement and expectations relating to disclosures and trial preparation materials exchanges 
in advance of the trial.   

At a personal level, I would always be prepared and am mindful of the incredible expense related 
to legal disputes, of which I have an acute understanding as a lawyer in private practice.   

21. Is there anything else you would like to share with the Committee? 

For more information about my campaign, see my website: www.QuinlanForJudge.com. 

  
Finally, I am the son of an Irish immigrant, who came to this country with little but his aspirations 
and determination.  My dad left poverty and prejudice behind in Ireland and found opportunity 
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in Pierce County.   Like most immigrant parents, he and my educator mother installed the 
importance of hard work, education and an appreciation of the opportunities we have here.  I am 
the first of my grandparents’ thirty grandchildren to have received a post-graduate degree.  I am 
mindful of this and appreciative of the opportunities and blessings provided me.   I am honored to 
be considered an, “exceptionally well-qualified” candidate, and to have the trust and confidence of 
numerous elected officials, members of the judiciary, and the legal community. I believe my dad is 
evidence of achieving the “American dream” for his family – just as he hoped.     

I look forward to speaking with you all. If there is any additional information you desire, I can be 
reached through my campaign at 425-466-0619. 

  
Tom Quinlan 
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