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Court proceedings are presumptively open and accessible to the public. Absent special circumstances, that’s a key
principle of our judicial system.

That’s what makes a judge’s recent decision to bar certain members of the public from court during the
announcement of a manslaughter verdict so troubling.

The judge had already reached her verdict, so there could be no risk of influence and seemingly no good reason to keep the troopers out.

The defendant, David Njuguna, killed State Trooper Thomas Clardy when he struck Clardy’s cruiser in the
breakdown lane of the Massachusetts Turnpike in March 2016. Clardy was just returning to his vehicle after pulling
over another driver at the time of the crash.

Prosecutors claimed that the defendant was high on marijuana and going 80 miles per hour when he lost control of
his car. The defense argued that Njuguna had suffered a seizure and opted for a bench trial.

Earlier this month, Superior Court Judge Janet Kenton-Walker convicted the defendant of misdemeanor motor
vehicle homicide and driving to endanger.

Prior to the announcement of the verdict, dozens of state troopers gathered at the courthouse. But Kenton-Walker
took the unusual step of banning troopers in State Police attire from being in the courtroom when she announced
her decision.

The judge said her decision to bar troopers in uniform from attending was not intended to show any disrespect but
to maintain the neutrality of the courtroom, stating that such neutrality “must be embedded in the courtroom itself.”

While it’s certainly true that courtroom decorum must be maintained, the judge’s remarks didn’t offer any reason for
barring the troopers. There were no findings, for example, that their behavior was disruptive.

And while the presence of certain members of the public could present a problem at a jury trial, potentially creating
a risk that jurors will be intimidated, that was not the case here. The judge had already reached her verdict, so
there could be no risk of influence and seemingly no good reason to keep the troopers out.

Judges are entitled to a certain amount of leeway in running their courtrooms. It’s important that a level of decorum
be maintained when a verdict in an emotionally charged case like this one is announced. But absent a strong
justification, courts must be open to the public. That justification simply wasn’t provided here.
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