
Briefing Doc: California Code of Judicial Ethics 
Source: Excerpts from "ca_code_judicial_ethics.pdf" 
Main Themes: 

1. Maintaining Public Confidence in the Judiciary: This is a paramount concern 
throughout the code. Judges must act with integrity, independence, and impartiality in all 
their activities, both on and off the bench. 

2. Avoiding Impropriety and the Appearance of Impropriety: This theme permeates all 
the canons. Judges must not only act ethically but also ensure their actions are perceived 
as ethical by a reasonable observer. 

3. Performing Judicial Duties Impartially, Competently, and Diligently:  This emphasizes 
the core function of a judge: fair and efficient administration of justice.  

4. Minimizing Conflicts of Interest: Judges must be vigilant in identifying and mitigating 
potential conflicts between their judicial duties and their personal and professional 
activities. 

5. Restrictions on Political Activities: These rules aim to ensure judicial independence 
and prevent the perception that judges are beholden to political interests.  

Key Provisions and Ideas: 
Canon 1: Upholding the Integrity and Independence of the Judiciary  

• "Deference to the judgments and rulings of courts depends upon public confidence in the 
integrity and independence of judges." 

• Judges must act without fear or favor, comply with the law, and uphold the code's 
standards. 

Canon 2: Avoiding Impropriety and the Appearance of Impropriety  

• Judges shall not allow personal relationships to influence their judicial conduct.  
• They must not use their judicial title to advance personal or pecuniary interests.  
• "A judge must distinguish between proper and improper use of the prestige of office in all 

of his or her activities." 

Canon 3: Performing Judicial Duties Impartially, Competently, and Diligently  

• Judges must be free from bias and prejudice. 
• They must avoid ex parte communications, except in specific circumstances outlined in 

the code. 
• "A judge shall not make any public comment about a pending or impending proceeding in 

any court..." 

Canon 4: Quasi-judicial and Extrajudicial Activities 

• Judges may participate in activities related to the improvement of the law, legal system, or 
administration of justice. 

• Restrictions exist on financial activities, fiduciary roles, and the practice of law to prevent 
conflicts of interest. 

• Strict limitations govern the acceptance of gifts and favors. 

Canon 5: Restrictions on Political and Campaign Activities  



• Judges and candidates for judicial office must avoid political activity that undermines 
judicial independence. 

• Limits on campaign contributions and endorsements are outlined to prevent undue 
influence. 

Canon 6: Compliance with the Code 

• Addresses the application of the code to various judicial officers, including temporary 
judges and retired judges. 

• Emphasizes that even temporary judicial officers must adhere to disqualification rules and 
ethical conduct standards. 

Important Facts: 

• The code defines key terms like "impropriety," "independence," "impartiality," "personal 
knowledge," and "pending proceeding." 

• It provides specific guidance on disclosure requirements, disqualification procedures, and 
appropriate conduct for judges in various situations. 

• Violations of the code can lead to disciplinary action, the severity of which depends on 
factors like the seriousness of the transgression and its impact on the judiciary.  

Quotes of Note: 

• "The Code of Judicial Ethics establishes standards for ethical conduct of judges on and 
off the bench and for candidates for judicial office." 

• "The provisions of this code are to be construed and applied to further that objective." 
(Maintaining integrity and independence of the judiciary) 

• "Public confidence in the impartiality of the judiciary is maintained by the adherence of 
each judge to this responsibility." 

Conclusion: 
The California Code of Judicial Ethics sets a high bar for ethical conduct, recognizing that public 
confidence in the judiciary is paramount. The code provides detailed guidance to judges on 
navigating various situations to ensure they maintain independence, integrity, and impartiality in 
all their activities. 

 


