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The Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law (“Lawyers’ Committee”) 1
appreciates the opportunity to submit comments to inform the work of the Presidential
Commission on the Supreme Court of the United States (“Commission”). The Lawyers’
Committee is one of the nation’s leading nonprofit civil rights legal organizations, founded in
1963 at the request of President John F. Kennedy to enlist the private bar’s leadership and
resources in combating racial discrimination and securing equal justice under law. For nearly
sixty years, the Lawyers’ Committee has been at the forefront of many of the most significant
cases to advance racial equality and secure equal justice.
As a litigating civil rights organization committed to advancing racial equality, we
understand the essential role the federal judiciary, and in particular the Supreme Court, plays in
upholding and protecting the constitutional and civil rights of Black Americans and other people
of color in the United States of America. We rely on the Supreme Court and the rest of the
federal judiciary to ensure fair trials and secure equal rights for all under the law. Over the last
five years, we’ve recognized a dynamic shift in the politicization of the Supreme Court and a
weakening of the system of checks and balances essential to our democracy, which has fueled
many of the recent calls for reforming the high court. Our mission and history make us uniquely
qualified to comment on four issues central to that shift, which are at the forefront of the
conversations to reform the Supreme Court, including (1) the creation of term limits on the
length of time a Supreme Court Justice may serve on the Supreme Court; (2) the adoption of a
Code of Conduct and procedures allowing for review of compliance with that Code to ensure
that Supreme Court Justices are impartial and appear to be impartial to the American public; (3)
the Supreme Court’s issuance of summary orders without full briefing or a full written opinion
that would allow insight into the justices’ reasoning, known as the “shadow docket,” and
granting of petitions of certiorari before judgment; and (4) the United States Senate’s advice and
consent role during the Supreme Court nomination process.
AN EIGHTEEN -YEAR TERM LIMIT ON SUPREME COURT TENURE
We recommend an eighteen-year limit on the tenure of a Supreme Court Justice. As
noted by the discussion draft on term limits released by the Commission as part of its October
15, 2021 meeting materials, this recommendation for reform “enjoy[s] the most widespread and
bipartisan support.”2 While there are many reasons that counsel in favor of adopting an eighteen1
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year term limit for the Supreme Court justices, 3 our recommendation is grounded in three
primary considerations.
First, the long-term trend in the tenure of Supreme Court Justices has led to less turnover
on the Court and the concentration of judicial power in a small number of Justices. Although
Supreme Court Justices were never meant to be politically accountable in the same way that
elected officials are, the Framers intended a degree of indirect accountability by placing the
power of appointment in an elected President and an elected Senate. 4 As the tenure of Justices
has lengthened, even this indirect accountability has eroded.
Second, a President’s desire to cement his or her views of Constitutional and statutory
interpretation over the long term has often led to selecting the youngest possible qualified
nominee who will serve for an extraordinarily lengthy period of time. An eighteen-year term
limit lessens this incentive and encourages appointment of individuals with more experience and
a more established record.
Finally, an eighteen-year term limit balances the value of Justices acquiring the expertise
and experience to effectively serve on the Court with the value of allowing for turnover in the
membership of the Court that provides for adding greater diversity, experience and perspectives
among the Justices.
Our recommendation assumes that at the end of the eighteen-year term the Justice will
continue his or her tenure as a federal judge by choosing to sit on Court of Appeals or District
Court cases. The only restriction would be that the Justice would no longer sit on the Supreme
Court. Thus, the life tenure conferred upon federal judges under Article III of the U.S.
Constitution would be preserved.
Importantly, proposals to modify life tenure for Supreme Court Justices are not new, and
have been advocated by individuals from across the political spectrum. 5 In the United States,
“[p]roposals to replace life tenure for federal judges with term limits have been introduced in
Congress at various points in American history starting in the early nineteenth century” and over
the past fifteen years, there has been serious discussion of term limits specifically for Supreme
Court justices.6 During the 116th Congress, for example, Representative Ro Khanna (D-CA-17)
introduced legislation that would establish staggered, eighteen-year terms for Supreme Court
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Justices.7 Most states already have mandatory retirement ages for judges on their highest courts,
and, as one scholar has pointed out, “[o]urs is the only Western democracy . . . with life tenure
on its highest court.”8
We now address each of the considerations listed above.
Increasing Indirect Political Accountability
Supreme Court Justices now serve significantly longer than at any time in history. 9 Yet,
when the Constitution was written, the Supreme Court played a much different, and much less
powerful, role. The expansion of the federal government and individual rights and liberties has
resulted in the Court’s decisions having a greater impact on our lives than in earlier times. In the
Court’s early years, it was assumed that Justices would return to private life or to other public
positions. In modern times, Justices often remain on the Court for decades. In the early 1970s,
Justices served an average of 15 years. 10 Since then, the average tenure is over 27 years. 11
Supreme Court appointments have always been “political” to some extent. One of the
most important powers of a President is the right to nominate Justices. Although the Senate has
traditionally shown some deference to the President, confirmations have now become battles
over political ideology, with the Court now routinely addressing hotly disputed issues such as
abortion, voting rights, affirmative action, and Congressional power. 12 To some extent, this
indirect political accountability was intended by the Framers.
Unlimited life terms for Justices exaggerate the influence of Presidents who have the
opportunity to appoint them. Richard Nixon had four appointments. Jimmy Carter had none. Due
to the variability in whether a President has the opportunity to appoint a Supreme Court Justice,
or more than one, the linkage between the expressed political will of citizens and the
composition of the Supreme Court has become attenuated. Also, the decision of a Justice to
remain on the Court or retire often appears to be timed to coincide with the tenure of the
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President who will select his or her replacement.13 Term limits would at least mitigate, if not
altogether eliminate, that political incentive.
Under our recommendation, there is no guarantee that eighteen-year term limits will
evenly allocate appointments among Presidents, let alone between or among political parties.
One President might still have several opportunities to fill a vacancy during a single four-year
term, while another President might have none. However, if a nominee is confirmed in, for
example, the first year of the President’s term in 2029, a future President can be assured the
opportunity to appoint his or her replacement in 2047. While not a perfect solution to the
problem of political accountability, term limits reduce the likelihood that one President or one
party will have an undue influence on the Court.
Reducing the Incentive to Appoint Younger, Less-Experienced Justices
In recent decades it appears that Presidents have selected younger Justices than in the
past.14 In the 1930s, the average age of the ten most recently confirmed Justices was about 58.
When Justice Gorsuch was confirmed, the average age was 51.7 years. 15
President Reagan made a point of nominating younger judges to the bench at all levels.
President George H.W. Bush nominated Justice Thomas at age 43. 16 While there are surely
talented people who are qualified to sit on the Court at a relatively early age, such nominations
should not be the result of gamesmanship to preserve a President’s political legacy on the Court.
There are also benefits that come from experience in various walks of life, whether sitting as a
lower court judge, practicing law in the private sector, teaching, or serving as a public official. A
benefit of an eighteen-year term limit is that it reduces the incentive to put outsize weight on the
expected tenure of a Justice, especially compared with the weight placed on experience gained
prior to becoming a member of the Court.
Broadening Current Perspectives
An eighteen-year term limit increases the number of persons who will serve on the
Supreme Court and increases the likelihood of greater diversity and life experiences among the
Justices.17 There are many historical examples of Justices whose views evolved dramatically
over time.18
13
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Experience has shown that Justices’ views are not frozen when they are confirmed.
Nevertheless, their involvement in the non-judicial world stops when they begin serving on the
Court. They no longer participate in and learn from activities outside the rarified atmosphere of
the Supreme Court. As John Roberts wrote before he became Chief Justice, “The Framers
adopted life tenure at a time when people simply did not live as long as they do now. A judge
insulated from the normal current of life for twenty-five or thirty years was a rarity then, but it is
becoming commonplace now. Setting a term of, say, fifteen years would ensure that federal
judges would not lose all touch with reality through decades of ivory tower existence.” 19
In addition to the benefit of broader life experiences, increasing the number of
opportunities to serve on the Court will increase the likelihood that persons from different
backgrounds will serve on the Court.20 Again, there is no guarantee that a President will choose
people of color, women, or persons from other groups that have historically been
underrepresented, but the greater number of opportunities means that the chances of a President
doing so are higher.
A CODE OF CONDUCT APPLICABLE TO SUPREME COURT JUSTICES
Assuring both the appearance and reality of impartiality and ethical behavior among the
Justices of the United States Supreme Court is critical to the role of the Supreme Court as the
court of last resort for all who seek equal justice under law. In our system of government, the
judiciary is the one branch that can serve as a lone safeguard to protect the rights of disfavored
and less-powerful minorities against the will of the majority expressed by the political
branches.21 For that reason, if the courts are to fulfill their promise to act as guardians of the rule
of law, especially for those who have endured centuries of de facto and de jure discrimination,
they must maintain their independence and integrity.
To that end, we recommend that a Code of Conduct applicable to the Justices be adopted
and that procedures also be adopted to allow review of Justices’ compliance with that Code,
particularly including review of a Justice’s decision to decline recusal or disqualification in a
specific case.22
The principal mission of the Lawyers’ Committee is to secure equal justice for all
through the rule of law. To achieve its mission, the Lawyers’ Committee must often turn to the
courts to combat the inequities confronting Black Americans and other communities of color.
Our history has shown that accomplishing this mission has been and will continue to be a
struggle, and that the Supreme Court has played and will continue to play a pivotal role in that
struggle. Indeed, from the Court’s now infamous decisions in Dred Scott and Plessy v. Ferguson
19
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through its landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education, right up to its regressive
decisions in Shelby County v. Holder, Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee, and beyond,
the Supreme Court has determined whether systems that perpetuate or combat racial
discrimination in this country will prevail. 23 The Court’s decisions directly impact the rights and
freedoms enjoyed (or not) by the most marginalized groups in our society, and the Court will
continue to be a major determinant of whether our country will live up to its democratic ideals.
The Lawyers’ Committee works ceaselessly to protect and advance the rights of Black
Americans and other communities of color. Much of our work is conducted through state and
federal courts, and we regularly appear in cases before the U.S. Supreme Court. For any court to
properly serve its high purpose of fairly dispensing justice and enforcing the rule of law, the
judges on that court must be impartial and independent—and must be perceived as such. Because
of the preeminent role of the Supreme Court in our democracy and its role as the “great leveler”
(or not) on matters of racial justice, it is especially important that the Justices of the Supreme
Court are in fact—and are perceived to be—fair minded, impartial, and independent. This is
particularly true in an era in which the Court’s decisions are increasingly viewed by the public as
partisan in nature.24
Currently, unlike all other federal judges, the Justices of the Supreme Court are not
subject to the Code of Conduct for United States Judges. This omission has been the subject of
considerable debate and discussion and has prompted several proposals for remedial legislation.
The Lawyers’ Committee strongly believes that, in order to provide the assurance of impartiality
and ethical behavior by the Justices of the Supreme Court, a Code of Conduct applicable to the
Justices must be adopted, and that corresponding procedures must be adopted to allow review of
compliance with that Code, particularly of a Justice’s decision to decline recusal or
disqualification in a particular case.
THE SUPREME COURT’S SHADOW DOCKET RULINGS IMPACT THE
RIGHTS OF PEOPLE OF COLOR
The Supreme Court’s “shadow docket” rulings are quietly impacting the rights of people
of color when it comes to voting rights, immigration, COVID-19 regulations, LGBTQ+
discrimination and other areas. The shadow docket rulings are decided by the Supreme Court
outside of the merits docket, usually on an accelerated basis in response to an emergency request
and consist primarily of one-sentence summary orders that are unsigned. The merits docket
rulings, in contrast, are signed opinions that reveal the high court’s rationale for deciding and
resolving a particular case. Shadow docket cases also differ from merits docket cases because
they generally are not fully briefed by lawyers or outside parties, and there is no oral argument.
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Over the last four years, there has been a dramatic increase in the issuance of shadow
docket rulings involving the federal government. From 2001-2017 under Presidents George W.
Bush and Barack Obama, the Department of Justice sought emergency relief from the Supreme
Court in only eight instances. 25 In contrast, the Trump administration filed 41 applications for
emergency relief in the span of its four-year term.26 In the eight applications filed by the Obama
and Bush administrations, the Supreme Court granted four and denied one, with only one ruling
prompting a public dissent.27 Since 2017 when President Trump assumed office, the Court has
granted 24 emergency relief applications in full and four in part, giving the Trump administration
a 70% success rate on its emergency applications. 28 The Trump administration repeatedly filed
emergency applications and petitions for certiorari before judgment in attempts to expedite the
judicial process, which can take several years in some instances, to get the high court to overturn
a district court decision and bypass the court of appeals within the course of a few months. 29 This
effectively denies the Supreme Court the important benefit of federal court of appeals
deliberation and causes the Court to issue decisions with unwarranted haste. 30
While the Trump Administration’s frequent use of emergency appeals to the Supreme
Court has contributed to the rise in shadow docket rulings, the Court’s recent willingness to
acquiesce to these appeals has serious implications for the way the Court will operate in the years
ahead. Shadow docket rulings are often unsigned opinions without a rationale for the decision,
making it more difficult for lower courts to interpret than the high court’s opinions issued in
cases it hears on the merits. The lack of transparency is particularly troubling given that the
Court’s shadow docket decides cases impacting the rights of people of color, immigrants, people
on death row, and partisan battles on voting rights.31 This practice has not only made it appear
less impartial in matters involving the executive and legislative branches, it also has led to
decisions by the Court that have had major civil rights and immigration implications. Given the
growing shadow docket and its significant impact on civil rights of individuals and the
institutional authority of the Court, it is not surprising that it has been identified as one of the
main areas for reform by the Commission.32
25
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During the Trump Administration, the Supreme Court frequently granted the federal
government’s requests for emergency and extraordinary relief on issues that were not fully
litigated in the lower courts, and the Supreme Court’s constant yielding created a deferential
dynamic between the Executive and Judicial branches of government. In acquiescing to the
Trump administration’s arguments in its applications for a stay and petitions for certiorari before
judgment, without adequately weighing the competing claims of harm, the Court effectively
lowered its normally high standard for review and deprived affected parties of the much-needed
opportunity to fully brief and argue a matter before the high court steps in. Furthermore, from a
historical perspective, the Trump administration’s repetitive requests for emergency and
extraordinary relief, citing the irreparable harm of not being able to implement its policy and
alleged time constraints, are not exceptional enough to warrant relief from the Court. The
Supreme Court’s granting of stays in the Muslim travel ban, public charge rule, transgender
military ban and asylum ban cases have caused irreparable harm to people of color and LGBTQ+
people and stifled immigration,33 and also impacted the integrity of the Court as a separate and
co-equal branch of government.
It is imperative that transparency on the Supreme Court be increased in its decisions to
grant or deny stays and petitions for certiorari before judgment. Therefore, we recommend that
both the formal rules and informal norms for both procedures and the timing of emergency stays
be changed for greater clarity and consistency in their application. 34 Some of these reforms could
include the Supreme Court holding oral argument when their potential grant or denial of a
petition could change the legal status quo, and that the Court provide at least a short explanation
of its order under these circumstances. 35
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THE SENATE MUST MEANINGFULLY FULFILL ITS ADVICE AND CONSENT ROLE
In addition to reforms by the institution of the Supreme Court, it is also essential that the
United States Senate recommits to protecting the process of its advice and consent role in our
Constitution. The Appointments Clause outlines an essential separation of power between the
executive and legislative branches by requiring the Senate to provide “advice and consent” on
the president’s nominees for lifetime seats on the federal bench. 36 The Clause states that the
president has the power to “…nominate, and by and with the advice and consent of the Senate,
shall appoint … judges of the Supreme Court.” 37 The Senate’s advice and consent obligation
serves as an important check on a president’s power to nominate individuals to lifetime positions
on the federal bench. The American public relies on the Senate to fulfill its obligation to provide
advice and consent on judicial nominees and to properly vet all candidates to ensure unqualified
candidates are not granted lifetime appointments, because a judge cannot be removed from the
bench through the political process.
For years, the Senate’s advice and consent obligation played an essential role in ensuring
judges confirmed to the federal bench were of the highest integrity and committed to the rule of
law. However, there was an abrupt shift in the Senate’s approach to this role with a refusal by
then-Majority Leader Mitch McConnell to provide advice and consent when a vacancy arose
following the death of Associate Justice Antonin Scalia. 38 Shortly after, the same Majority
Leader allowed a rushed nomination and confirmation process for now-Associate Justice Brett
Kavanaugh39 and now-Associate Justice Amy Coney Barrett. 40 Neither the refusal, nor the
rushed process, allowed the Senate to meaningfully fulfill its advice and consent role.
On February 13, 2016, one hour after the death of Justice Scalia and nearly nine months
before the 2016 Presidential Election, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell stated that
“[t]his vacancy should not be filled until we have a new President.” 41 The Constitution includes
no language that calls for a suspension of the President’s or the Senate’s constitutional
obligations during a presidential election year, nor any other period. The very purpose of the
Senate’s advice and consent role is to fill the essential positions needed to operate the
government the Framers created, as supported by the Framers’ insertion of the recess
appointments clause to give the President authority to unilaterally fill vacancies temporarily, if
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the Senate is in recess and unable to provide advice and consent. 42 The Senate’s refusal to
provide advice and consent to fill the vacancy arising from Justice Scalia’s death frustrated the
entire purpose of the appointments clause.
Prior to 2016, there was no case where the Senate, or even a single Senator, took the
position that the Senate should or could flatly refuse to consider a nominee to the Supreme Court
under similar circumstances.43 However, despite clear constitutional obligations and historical
precedent, the Senate refused to participate in the advice and consent process when President
Barack Obama nominated Judge Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court of the United States in
March of 2016.44 The Senate Judiciary Committee could have moved forward with holding a
hearing on Judge Garland’s nomination and allowed for an up-or-down vote on his nomination,
but the Committee followed Majority Leader McConnell’s direction and failed to act. The
Senate’s refusal to consider Garland was wholly inconsistent with the roles of the President and
the Senate as envisioned by the Framers, and created a dangerous precedent empowering the
Senate to decide not to fulfill its constitutionally mandated role without any check from the
executive or judicial branches.
The Senate’s shirking of its advice and consent obligation for Supreme Court nominees
continued with the nomination of Brett Kavanaugh in 2018 as the Senate failed to review the
entire record of his time serving in the George W. Bush Administration as a White House
counsel and as staff secretary. On July 9, 2018, President Donald Trump nominated Judge
Kavanaugh to the United States Supreme Court to fill the vacancy that arose following the
retirement of Associate Justice Anthony Kennedy. 45 Kavanaugh had a voluminous record from
his time serving as a lawyer in the Bush Administration, which contained over 100,000 pages of
documents never accessed or reviewed by the Senate during his nomination under the guise of a
sweeping claim of executive privilege. 46 With awareness of the existence of the relevant
documents, then-Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman Charles Grassley scheduled
Kavanaugh’s confirmation hearing for the start of September, weeks before the National
Archives would have the opportunity to release to the public select, but not complete, records
from Kavanaugh’s time at the White House.47 The Senate’s premature hearings without waiting
42
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for the release of the complete record raised questions about the integrity of the nomination
process.
The unprecedented lack of Senate access to Kavanaugh’s record while serving in the
Bush Administration and the handling of an FBI investigation into his conduct damaged the
public’s confidence in the Senate’s power and role in the nomination process. The process
ultimately led to a tumultuous confirmation in October of 2018 at the start of the Supreme
Court’s term.48 Nearly three years later, in July 2021, the FBI disclosed to Democratic Senators
that its investigation into Kavanaugh’s background and conduct during his nomination was
shaped by lawyers in the Trump Administration, not by the agency, 49 further calling into
question the independence and thoroughness of the vetting and legitimacy of the nomination
proceedings, as the Senate largely followed the White House’s lead during the nomination
proceedings. The confirmation process of Justice Kavanaugh highlights the importance of the
Senate’s advice and consent role “as an excellent check on a spirit of favoritism in the President
and would tend greatly to prevent the appointment of characters from State prejudice, from
family connections, from personal attachment, or from a view to popularity” as Alexander
Hamilton expressed in Federalist No. 76.50
In September of 2020, following the death of Associate Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg,
then-Majority Leader Mitch McConnell issued a statement saying: “President Trump’s nominee
will receive a vote on the floor of the United States Senate.” 51 This statement directly
contradicted Sen. McConnell’s 2016 position that “the important principle in the middle of this
presidential year is that the American people need to weigh in and decide who’s going to make
this decision.”52 While there is precedent for the consideration and confirmation of nominees by
the Senate more than six months before a presidential election, 53 there had never been a
circumstance in our nation’s history where a nominee was named and confirmed during the last
eight weeks of an ongoing presidential election. 54 The Republican Senate majority’s inconsistent
position on the nomination process, based on the party in control of the White House, improperly
politicized the selection and confirmation of Associate Justices and eroded the confidence of the
American people in the Supreme Court and our democracy.
Beyond the transparently partisan decision to consider the Barrett nomination in the final
days leading up to the 2020 presidential election, the rushed process did not afford the Senate the
opportunity to engage in meaningful advice and consent and thoroughly examine her record.
48
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Typically, the Senate Judiciary Committee holds a nominee’s hearing a little over a month after
the nominee submits her Senate Judiciary Committee Questionnaire (“Questionnaire”), a practice
the Republican-controlled Senate had followed for President Trump’s first two Supreme Court
nominees. For example, then-Judge Kavanaugh submitted his Questionnaire on July 21, 2018
and his nomination hearings began September 4, 2018, 55 and then-Judge Gorsuch submitted his
Questionnaire on February 11, 2017 and the Senate Judiciary Committee commenced hearings
on March 20, 2017.56 Because the entire Barrett nomination lasted less than a month, the Senate
Judiciary Committee had just 13 calendar days from the time the Questionnaire was submitted on
September 29, 2020 to the commencement of the nomination hearings on October 12, 2020, a
federal holiday while the Senate was in recess, to review over 1800 pages of documentation. 57
Senators in the minority party motioned to delay the rushed process to afford more time to
review Barrett’s record, but the motion was defeated on a party line vote. 58 The Senate Judiciary
Committee advanced her nomination to the Senate floor on October 22, 2020 and she was
confirmed by the Senate to the Supreme Court four days later. 59 Justice Barrett was the first
justice confirmed with only one party’s support since 1869. 60
It is impossible to ignore the harm to our democracy when the Senate’s advice and
consent process cynically changes based on which party controls the Senate and who is in the
White House. Our democracy depends on the rule of law and the consistent application of
processes to ensure that public faith and trust in our institutions is not diminished, particularly for
Black Americans and other people of color, who often experience disparate treatment.
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Thus, the Senate must commit to conducting a full and fair investigation into every
nominee to the Supreme Court. In meaningfully fulfilling its advice and consent role, the Senate
must ensure that Supreme Court nominees and other federal judicial and executive nominees are
qualified, impartial, fair-minded, and committed to equal justice under law. As our courts
directly impact the rights of Black Americans and other people of color, it is essential that the
judges serving on the courts understand the impact their decisions have on the lives of people of
color. Finally, a nominee should also never be denied consideration by the Senate, or to
experience an undue delay in their nomination process unless there are prudential, non-political
considerations for our democracy and system of government that are evenly applied regardless of
which political party controls the presidency and the Senate, such as Americans casting their
votes across the country in an ongoing presidential election.
CONCLUSION
Thank you for your service on the Presidential Commission on the Supreme Court of the
United States, and for the opportunity to inform the important work of the Commission. The
Supreme Court has played an invaluable role in advancing the rights of Black Americans and
other people of color and enforcing equal protection under the law when people of color, the
LGBTQ+ community, people with disabilities and women lacked protections under state laws.
We urge the Commission to consider the ways in which term limits, an ethical code of conduct,
the Supreme Court’s administration of justice, and the confirmation process could be improved
to ensure transparency, consistency, and equality to strengthen our democracy and fulfill the
promise of equal justice for all under the law. Thank you again for your consideration of our
recommendations.
Sincerely,

Damon T. Hewitt
President & Executive Director
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law
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