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Judge Donna M. Petre Wins 2006 Benjamin  

Aranda III Access to Justice Award 
 
San Francisco—Chief Justice Ronald M. George today presented the 
2006 Benjamin Aranda III Access to Justice Award to Judge Donna M. 
Petre of the Superior Court of Yolo County, for her leadership in 
improving court access, representation, and legal services for low- and 
moderate-income families and children.  
 
The award was presented at a luncheon at the Summit of Judicial Leaders 
in San Francisco, which opened yesterday in San Francisco. 
 
“For more than a decade, Judge Petre has been a leader in creating and 
implementing innovative programs that have directly and significantly 
improved access, representation, and services for low and moderate-
income families and children,” said Chief Justice George.   
 
The Aranda Access to Justice Award, named for the founding chair of the 
Judicial Council’s Access and Fairness Advisory Committee, honors a 
trial judge or an appellate justice whose activities demonstrate a long-
term commitment to improving access to justice. The award is co-
sponsored by the Judicial Council, State Bar, and California Judges 
Association, in association with the California Commission on Access to 
Justice. 
 
Judge Petre came to the practice of law with a varied academic 
background. She received a B.A. in music from Clarke College, an M.A. 
in history from Northwestern University, and her J.D. from Hastings 
College of the Law, University of California at San Francisco. She was 
appointed to the Yolo County Municipal Court in 1986 and to the 
Superior Court of Yolo County in 1989. 
 
In 1997, Judge Petre collaborated with her colleague, Judge Stephen L. 
Mock, to create the Yolo Domestic Violence Court, one of the first courts 
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of its kind in the state. No additional funding was available for the new court, and the judges 
were instrumental in reallocating existing court resources, pursuing grants, and collaborating 
with local domestic violence victim advocate programs. 
 
To enhance services for low-income litigants, Judge Petre encouraged the local domestic 
violence victim advocate program to provide an attorney in her court every day to assist 
petitioners seeking domestic violence restraining orders. She also collaborated with the 
University of California at Davis School of Law to develop a program to help low-income 
petitioners in domestic violence cases obtain legal assistance for restraining orders and legal 
representation in child custody, child support, visitation, and divorce proceedings.  
 
Judge Petre also established two supervised visitation programs for low-income families: 
the Family Resource Center in Woodland and Child Safe in West Sacramento. Judge Petre 
opened the Family Resource Center in 1997 without any government funding, through a 
unique collaboration with the Seventh Day Adventist Church in Woodland and the Yolo 
County Bar Association.  
 
The Family Resource Center allows parents to use its facility to see their children in a 
supervised setting at a minimal cost because church members volunteer their time as 
visitation supervisors. The Child Safe program uses a county building on weekends with 
funding from a Supervised Visitation Access Grant from the Administrative Office of the 
Courts. Judge Petre’s testimony at legislative hearings was instrumental in obtaining 
$900,000 in funding for trial court supervised visitation programs throughout the state. 
 
For her efforts in establishing the Yolo Domestic Violence Court and the Family Resource 
Center, Judge Petre received a $10,000 national award in 1999 from the Foundation for the 
Improvement of Justice in Atlanta. With that award money, Judge Petre established the 
Yolo Children’s Fund, the first such program in the state, which has inspired additional 
donations from individuals and groups in the community. The fund continues to be run 
solely by volunteers with all donations going directly toward enhancing the lives of needy 
children.  
 
In 1996, Judge Petre created one of the first unified family courts in California. Unified 
family courts are “therapeutic” courts that decrease the total number of court appearances 
that families must make by placing all of a family’s cases in front of one judge. With a goal 
of one-stop service, the court has arranged an array of services that low-income litigants can 
access when they appear in court.  
 
To address the multifaceted mental health needs of many of the families and children 
appearing in her court, Judge Petre worked closely with the Yolo County Department of 
Alcohol, Drugs, and Mental Health to obtain a Cal-WORKS grant that supported a full-time 
psychologist in the unified family court. Begun in July 2000, the Court Clinician Program 



3 

has assisted more than 85 families and well over 100 children in one year. Free counseling 
is provided to low- and moderate-income families. This program continues today through 
the Unified Family Court Mentor Grant, awarded to the Superior Court of Yolo County in 
February 2003. This is the only such therapeutic program in the state. 
 
Working with her court colleagues, volunteer attorneys, county agencies, local nonprofit 
organizations, church groups and the Yolo County Bar Association, Judge Petre has 
tirelessly worked to provide all users of the unified family court with ready and affordable 
access to court resources and assistance in dealing with family conflicts.  
 
Judge Petre’s efforts to increase access, representation, and services to low- and moderate 
income families and children in the courts has earned her and the unified family court a 
solid reputation throughout the state as a leader in innovative practices.  
 
Past recipients of the Aranda Award are Justice Judith D. McConnell (1999), Court of 
Appeal, Fourth Appellate District; Judge Veronica McBeth (2000), Superior Court of Los 
Angeles County; Judge Charles W. Campbell, Jr. (2001), Superior Court of Ventura County; 
Judge Donna J. Hitchens (2002), Superior Court of San Francisco County; Judge Kenneth 
M. Kawaichi (2003), Superior Court of Alameda County; Justice Earl Johnson, Jr. (2004), 
Court of Appeal, Second Appellate District; and Judge Aviva K. Bobb (2005), Superior 
Court of Los Angeles County.  
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The Judicial Council is the policymaking body of the California courts, the largest court system in 
the nation.  Under the leadership of the Chief Justice and in accordance with the California 
Constitution, the council is responsible for ensuring the consistent, independent, impartial, and 
accessible administration of justice.  The Administrative Office of the Courts carries out the official 
actions of the council and promotes leadership and excellence in court administration. 
 


