
November 4, 2021

Paula M. Carey, Chief Justice of the Trial Court
John A. Bello, Trial Court Administrator
Commonwealth of Massachusetts
One Pemberton Square
Boston, MA 02108

Re: Construction of a Regional Justice Center in New Bedford

Dear Chief Justice Carey and Administrator Bello:

We are members of the Massachusetts Bar who practice in the Greater New Bedford region, and
we write to urge the Trial Court to accelerate the process and timing of constructing a regional
justice center in New Bedford that would replace the City’s four antiquated courthouses.  The
Trial Court’s 2017 Capital Master Plan has scheduled this project to begin at some point between
2029 and 2039, but in the interest of racial, social and regional equity, and the safety of those
who use our City’s courthouses, it is imperative that the project move forward now with all
deliberate speed.

The impetus for the 2017 Plan was the consensus among the stakeholders in the state’s judicial
system that the Commonwealth should consolidate its portfolio of courthouses so that they may
be operated more efficiently and maintained at a standard of care that is becoming of their
important purpose.  With this in mind, in a May, 2017, letter commenting on the draft Plan,
Mayor Jon Mitchell urged the Trial Court to prioritize the construction of a regional facility in
New Bedford, emphasizing both the state of dysfunction of the City’s existing courthouses and
New Bedford’s status as the economic and cultural center of the region.  Although the final Plan
concluded that a New Bedford regional justice center should be constructed, it is not scheduled to
begin until Phase III of the Plan, that is, not earlier than eleven years after publication of the Plan. 
Despite the Plan’s emphasis on courthouse consolidation, none of the projects in the earlier
phases entail the consolidation of four courthouses (See, Capital Master Plan at 4.15).

As the plan makes clear, however, the schedule of projects is not set in stone.  The Plan
“provides flexibility for implementation based on the changing priorities or conditions that may
arise over the anticipated 20 year time-frame of the Plan, for projects to move from one phase to
another (See, Plan at 4.4).”  The construction of the New Bedford Regional Justice Center is a
project that must move to an earlier phase.  While a few individual courthouses elsewhere in



Massachusetts may be in states of greater or equal disrepair, the problem in New Bedford is a
collective one.  There is no comparable set of courthouses in any of the state’s center cities in
terms of their degree of antiquation and impracticability than those in New Bedford, and none
that create social, economic and racial inequality in citizens’ access to justice as those in New
Bedford.

According to the 2017 Plan itself, each of New Bedford’s courthouses is exceptionally
antiquated.  The City’s flagship courthouse, New Bedford Superior Court, is the second oldest
operating courthouse in the state, having been built in 1836 during the height of the City’s
whaling era.  Suffice it to say, the facility shows its age.  The Law Library, once the only law
library facility available in the City, has long since been closed.  The building itself has limited
handicap access and poses serious safety concerns for trial court employees, judges, jurors and
visitors alike.

In 2010, the Trial Court concluded that criminal trials could no longer be safely held in the
facility, and it ordered the removal of the criminal session to Fall River, a city fifteen miles away. 
The criminal session remains there to the present date.  This requires all witnesses, law
enforcement personnel, defendants, jurors, attorneys and interested parties to travel to Fall River
for all criminal court events ( a trip which can take over an hour by public bus connections from
certain New Bedford neighborhoods).  While this may not seem like a great distant in this day
and age, it can severely limit interested parties access to justice considering the socio-economic
diversity of the citizens serviced by this court.  Thus, no superior court criminal trials have bene
held in New Bedford for over a decade, despite the fact that New Bedford is the fourth largest
metropolitan area in the Commonwealth.  To our knowledge, no other center city in
Massachusetts has had to make a similar sacrifice for so long.

Aggravating this inequity is the fact that, according to the 2020 census, the City’s non-while
population stands at approximately 40,000, by far the largest of any other municipality in
Southeastern Massachusetts and Cape Cod.  The lack of criminal trials (and related proceedings)
that are reasonably accessible to the City’s under-served populations is directly at odds with one
of the primary planning considerations of the Plan, that is, to improve access to justice.  In an era
in which American society has been undergoing an awakening to the reality of systemic
inequality, the fact that the Superior Court criminal trial session has been held for over a decade
in another city is reason alone to accelerate the timetable in order to re-institute it in New
Bedford.

The antiquated and dysfunctional state of the City’s other three courthouses only underscore the
urgency.  According to the 2017 Plan, of the state’s one hundred courthouses, New Bedford
District Court is the second most “over-utilized” in the state (See Plan at 25).  The District Court
judges are overwhelmed with approximately 25,000 annual filings, typically making it the third
busiest district court in the Commonwealth (See Plan, Appendix at 39). The conditions in this
courthouse present substantial and serious safety concerns, and the lack of space limits
productivity and hampers staff morale.  This facility also has no discernable conference areas for
attorney-client discussions, has limited handicap access, and includes the City’s juvenile court
installed in the basement of the facility almost as an afterthought.  The lack of usable facilities in



this building has required a remodeled janitor’s storage room to be used as its fourth courtroom
(which handles civil matters, Drug Court sessions and overflow criminal trials), and has required
the relocation of the Court’s entire small claims session to the Housing Court located miles away
(which causes additional transportation issues for litigants and witnesses, and compounds
citizens unhindered access to the judicial system by having the small claims session and the small
claims clerk’s office in different facilities).

New Bedford Probate Court is similarly dysfunctional.  Built in 1909, the facility originally
served as the City’s district court, and is not designed to function as a modern courthouse.  It
ranks fourteenth in the state in the number of case screenings by square foot of building space
(See Plan, Appendix at 24).  The plan also notes that of all the courthouses in the state, it is one
of three that are “heavy outliers in terms of workload per courtroom” (See Plan, Appendix at 22). 
The majority of the court’s current court sessions are now conducted in Taunton, presenting
access to justice issues especially for persons of limited means.  The facilities in this building are
not ADA compliant and also have limited handicap access issues.  As with the district (and
superior) court, the cramped antiquated design of this courthouse present obvious and substantial
safety concerns.  Due to the age of this structure the offices used by court staff are inadequately
wired causing it to have limited access to the technology available in other courts.

The New Bedford Housing Court, which handles the largest volume of summary process cases in
the entire S.E. Massachusetts Housing Court, is located in a leased store front in a strip mall
contained within a shopping plaza in the City’s north end.  The facility itself hardly upholds the
Plan’s aspiration that Massachusetts courthouses should convey “dignity and authority.”  In the
Plan, this facility is also ranked as the fourteenth most over-utilized facility in the state (See Plan,
Appendix at 25).  In addition to the space and security concerns shared by all of New Bedford’s
courthouses,- there are no facilities within the limited holding cells, and no space for juror
segregation.  This requires all jury trials in the New Bedford Housing Court to be held in
Taunton, further complicating access to justice, especially in a court where the largest majority of
litigants are pro se.  While the Housing Court works with substantial space limitations as well,
this is further exacerbated since it must share its facilities with the district court two days a week
when the small claims sessions is conducted there.

The location and conditions of these four courthouses (which combined house five courts), create
other logistical and security concerns.  Court officers have to be spread out amongst these four
facilities, leaving open the possibility of an understaffed response to a serious security breach. 
Interpreters, one of the most important keys to many individual’s ability to access our courts, are
also spread thin amongst these facilities and often times proceedings are delayed due to their
unavailability.  Persons seeking the resources of a law library or court service center will not find
any in the City, and the confusion caused by the location of different sessions in different cities
or split amongst other facilities only further dampens an individual’s unlimited and free access to
our justice system.  Coupled with the obvious related transportation issues, this is extremely
limiting to the social and economic diversified population these courts service.

Since the publication of the 2017 Plan, it has become clearer that New Bedford’s needs have not
been adequately prioritized.  New Bedford is the third largest city in Southeastern Massachusetts



and the region’s economic center.  It also has the region’s largest minority population.  In
keeping with the judicial system’s purpose of ensuring equal justice for all, the Commonwealth
should not accept the current state of operations in New Bedford’s courthouses.  We believe the
planned construction of a new regional justice center should advance now, starting with the
launching of a feasibility study.  

We look forward to discussing this further with you.


