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MESSAGE FROM CHIEF JUDGE SUSAN L. DOBRICH

We are pleased to present
the 2020/2021 Biennial Report
for the Cass County Courts.
We are so proud of everyone
working together to address the
challenges that COVID-19
brought. Our Courts remained
agile moving to Zoom hearings for
the majority of our caseloads,
with the exception of jury trials,
allowing us to provide continued
access to justice and
timely case resolution.
This report highlights
our achievements in 2020 & 2021
which would not have been
possible without the care,
compassion, & professionalism of
our dedicated Court professionals.
On behalf of all three Courts, I
extend our appreciation and
thanks to everyone, especially our
front-line workers.
As public servants, the work we
do is important to maintain public
trust, satisfaction, &
access to justice.

Chief Judge
Susan L. Dobrich
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JUDGES SERVING THE CASS COUNTY COURTS

PROBATE COURT &
CHIEF JUDGE
Susan L. Dobrich

43rd CIRCUIT COURT
JUDGE
Mark A. Herman

4th DISTRICT COURT
JUDGE
Stacey A. Rentfrow

HISTORICAL ROSTER OF CASS COUNTY JUDGES
PROBATE JUDGES

CIRCUIT JUDGES

Elias B. Sherman, 1831-1837
Ulysses S. Eby, 1913-1920
George M. Fields, 1921-1950
George J. Kabrine, 1950
Mable B. Fields, 1950-1956
Edgar Probst, 1957-1964
Wilson G. Eby, 1965-1977
Michael E. Dodge, 1977-1982
Herbert E. Phillipson, Jr., 1982-1994
Susan L. Dobrich, 1995-present

Glen Warner, 1924-1948
Carl D. Moiser, 1948-1960
David Anderson, Jr., 1960-1968
James E. Hoff, 1969-1982
Michael E. Dodge, 1982-2016
Mark A. Herman, 2017-present

DISTRICT JUDGES
Steg Lignell, 1969-1978
Herman Saitz, 1979
Paul E. Deats, 1979-2008
Stacey A. Rentfrow, 2009-present
Check out the collection of Judicial Portraits hanging in the Law & Courts Building.
The Cass County Bar Association funded the framing and hanging of the Judicial
Portraits to memorialize an important piece of Cass County’s legal history.
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COURT TEAM MEMBERS
43rd CIRCUIT COURT
Honorable Mark A. Herman, Judge
Honorable Susan L. Dobrich, Chief Judge
Chris Parks, Law Clerk

Julia Snyder, Judicial Assistant
Amanda Lindley, Judicial Assistant
Carol Montavon Bealor, Court Administrator

43rd CIRCUIT COURT FILE ROOM
Monica McMichael, Clerk/Register of Deeds
Emily Bogue, File Room Supervisor

Loretta Baker, Deputy Clerk
Tiffaney Wright, Deputy Clerk

FAMILY/JUVENILE COURT
Honorable Susan L. Dobrich, Chief Judge
Carol Montavon Bealor, Court Administrator
Leigh A. Feldman, Attorney Referee
Joni Patzer, Juvenile Register/Fin. Officer
Claire Collins, Deputy Juvenile Register
Valerie Clark, Judicial Assistant

Lizzie Strukel, Judicial Assistant
Dee Duszynski, Bailiff
Alexi Fuller, Juvenile Probation Officer
Barbara Daniels, Juvenile Probation Officer
Fern Smith, Juvenile Probation Officer

PROBATE COURT
Honorable Susan L. Dobrich, Chief Judge
Kelley James-Jura, Probate Register
Linda Kramb, Deputy Probate Register

Cheryl Hess, Probate Court Clerk
Carol Montavon Bealor, Court Administrator

FRIEND OF THE COURT
Carol Montavon Bealor, Director
Sarah Mathews, Deputy FOC
Melissa Sytsma, Attorney Referee
April McKee, Casework Supervisor
Tracie Kuriata, Casework Supervisor
Chelsea Olkowski, Rev/Mod & PT Specialist
Deputy Tim Gondeck, Warrant Officer

Nicholas Klinger, Interstate & PT Specialist
Cheri Warrell, Financial Caseworker
Wendy Fitzgerald, Enforcement Caseworker
Ashley Pompey, Medical/Financial CM Specialist
Lindsey Muzzey, Financial CM Clerk/Scheduler
Virginia Martynowicz, Casework Clerk
Jil Hunsberger, Receptionist

4th DISTRICT COURT
Honorable Stacey A. Rentfrow, Judge
Chris Rockafellow, Bailiff/Magistrate
Sandy Tidey, Probation Officer/Magistrate
Kate Oosterwal, Probation Officer
Audra Springsteen, Judicial Assistant

Lisa Withers, Court Administrator/Magistrate
Sheila Brown, Deputy Civil Clerk
Kari Lee, Deputy Criminal/Traffic Clerk
Diana Jurgenson, Deputy Collections/Civil Clerk
Susan VanTuyle, Deputy Criminal Clerk
Ana Campos, Deputy Traffic Clerk
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MICHIGAN’S CHIEF JUDGE RULE
Pursuant to Michigan Court Rule 8.110, a Chief Judge is appointed by the Michigan
Supreme Court to serve a two (2) year term.
Judge Dobrich was appointed as Cass County’s First Chief Judge for all three
Courts (Circuit, Probate, and District) for a two (2) year term beginning January 1,
2014. Judge Dobrich has continued to serve as Chief Judge since that time, most
recently being re-appointed for a two (2) year term beginning January 1, 2020.
A Chief Judge shall act in conformity with the Michigan Court Rules, administrative
orders of the Supreme Court, and local court rules. The Chief Judge is the presiding
officer of the Courts and shall:
• Call and preside over meetings of the Courts;
• Appoint committees of the Courts;
• Initiate policies concerning the Courts' internal operations and the Courts’
position on external matters affecting the Courts;
• Represent the Courts in their relations with the Supreme Court, other courts,
other agencies of government, the bar, the general public, and the news media,
and in ceremonial functions; and
• Counsel and assist other judges in the performance of their responsibilities.
As director of the administration of the courts, the Chief Judge has administrative
superintending power and control over the judges of the courts and all of the
Courts’ personnel with authority and responsibility which includes:
•
•
•
•
•

Supervising caseload management;
Directing the apportionment and assignment of the business of the Courts;
Determining the hours of the Courts and the judges;
Supervising the performance of all of the Courts’ personnel;
Supervising the Courts’ finances, including financial planning, the preparation
and presentation of budgets, and financial reporting;
• Requesting assignments of visiting judges and direct the assignment of matters
to the visiting judges; and,
• Ensuring compliance by the Courts with all applicable court rules and
provisions of the law.
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CIRCUIT COURT AUTHORITY
The 43rd Circuit Court is the trial court of general jurisdiction in Cass County and
has county-wide jurisdiction or authority over all actions except those given by state
law to another court, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Criminal matters with the potential for one year or more of incarceration;
Domestic relations matters;
Personal protection orders;
Juvenile matters pertaining to delinquency or criminal activity;
Child protective proceedings;
Parental consent waivers;
Adoptions;
Name changes;
Emancipations;
General civil actions involving claims of $25,000 or more;
Cases appealed from another court or by an administrative agency; and,
Superintending control over other courts within the judicial circuit, subject to
final superintending control of the Supreme Court.

Final decisions of the Circuit Court may be appealed to the Court of Appeals.
Chief Judge Dobrich and Judge Herman share the Circuit Court caseload. Circuit
Court is also assisted by several Attorney-Referees. The Friend of the Court Office, a
division within Circuit Court, assists families with child support and parenting
issues.
Chief Judge Dobrich hears the following: civil actions involving claims of $25,000 or
more, civil appeals, administrative appeals, domestic relations matters, personal
protection orders, juvenile matters pertaining to delinquency or criminal activity,
child protective proceedings, parental consent waivers, adoptions, name changes,
and emancipations.
Judge Herman hears the following: criminal matters with the potential for one year
or more in jail, domestic relations matters, personal protection orders, cases
appealed from another court or by an administrative agency, superintending control
over other courts within the judicial circuit, subject to final superintending control
of the Supreme Court, driver’s license appeals, and criminal forfeiture.
Judge Herman presides over Cass County’s Mental Health Court (CMHC) which
serves adult criminal defendants with a mental illness. Judge Herman also presides
over Cass County’s Swift & Sure Sanctions Probation Program (SSSPP) which serves
adult criminal defendants with high recidivism risk. More information about CMHC
and SSSPP can be found in the problem-solving courts section of this report.
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PROBATE COURT AUTHORITY
The Constitution of 1963 provided that “. . . the jurisdiction, powers and duties of
the probate court and of the judges thereof shall be provided by law. They shall
have original jurisdiction in all cases of juvenile delinquents and dependents,
except as otherwise provided by law.”
With the creation of the Family Division of the Circuit Court in 1998, many former
Probate Court matters, such as juvenile delinquency, child protective proceedings,
and adoption proceedings, were transferred to the jurisdiction of the Circuit Court.
Law currently provides that the Probate Court has jurisdiction or authority over the
administration of:
• Decedents’ estates and trusts
• Guardianships of developmentally disabled persons, legally incapacitated
adults, and minors
• Conservatorships for legally incapacitated adults and minors
• Protective orders
• Fiduciary accountings
• Petitions for hospitalization/involuntary commitment of mentally ill persons
Final decisions resulting from a Probate Court hearing are appealed to the Court of
Appeals.
Chief Judge Dobrich hears Probate Court cases. Probate Court is also assisted by
the Probate Register who assists with estate/trust matters and management.
Chief Judge Dobrich also presides over Cass County’s Family Treatment Court
(FTC), Cass County’s first problem-solving court. FTC serves parents who have an
alcohol or drug problem as well as having an open abuse/neglect case with their
children. More information about FTC can be found in the problem-solving courts
section of this report.

10

CIRCUIT & PROBATE JUDGE CASE ASSIGNMENT
The responsibilities of Circuit Court and Probate Court were blended together
pursuant to the mandate of Public Act 388 of 1996, “One family, one judge.” In
addition, a Case Assignment Local Administrative Order was done with an effective
date of January 1, 2017. As a result of Public Act 388 of 1996 and our Case
Assignment Local Administrative Order, caseloads have been divided between the
Circuit and Probate Judges.
Judge Herman
• Criminal matters in which the potential sentence is incarceration of more than
one year
• Personal protection orders on an alternating basis with Probate Court
• All divorces without children (DO divorces)
• Designated juvenile cases after preliminary hearing (juvenile cases waived to
adult court)
• Half of all other domestic cases including divorces with children, custody cases,
paternity cases, child support cases, and the like (DM divorces, DZ, DS, DP, DC)
• Cases appealed from another court or by an administrative agency, and
superintending control over other courts within the judicial circuit, subject to
final superintending control of the Supreme Court
Chief Judge Dobrich
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

General civil Circuit Court actions involving claims of $25,000 or more
Personal protection orders on an alternating basis with Circuit Court
Adoptions
Child protective proceedings (dependent abuse and neglect)
Emancipation of minors
Juvenile delinquency excepting designated juvenile cases
Parental waivers
Half of all other domestic cases including divorces with children, custody cases,
paternity cases, child support cases, and the like (DM divorces, DZ, DS, DP,
DC)
Name change cases
Status offenses involving minors
Decedents’ estates and trusts
Guardianships and conservatorships
Protective orders
Fiduciary accountings
Petitions for hospitalization/involuntary commitment of mentally ill persons
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DISTRICT COURT AUTHORITY
The District Court is sometimes called the “volume” Court since more people have
contact with District Court than any of the other Courts. District Court has
jurisdiction or authority over the following:
• Civil claims where the amount of money in controversy or the value of the goods
unlawfully taken or detained is $25,000 or less
• Most traffic violations including traffic tickets and civil infractions
• Criminal misdemeanor offenses punishable by a fine or up to one year in jail or
both
• Landlord/tenant disputes
• Land contract forfeitures
• Small claims for claims up to $6,500
• Charter and ordinance violations
• Attachment and garnishment proceedings
In addition, all adult criminal cases begin in District Court. So, the District Court
is involved with all felony cases too through the preliminary examination and until
the entry of an order binding a Defendant over to the Circuit Court. District Court
handles initial arraignments for all adult criminal cases including setting bail and
accepting bonds.
Judge Rentfrow hears District Court cases. District Court is also assisted by three
Magistrates.
Judge Rentfrow also presides over Cass County’s Adult Treatment Court (ATC) &
Sobriety Court. Adult Treatment Court & Sobriety Court serve adult defendants
who have both an alcohol or drug problem and a criminal case. More information
about ATC and Sobriety Court can be found in the problem-solving courts section
of this report.

.
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CIRCUIT COURT FILINGS
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FAMILY DIVISION COURT FILINGS
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PROBATE COURT FILINGS
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DISTRICT COURT FILINGS
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FRIEND OF THE COURT CHILD SUPPORT
COLLECTIONS
Child support collection falls under Title IV-D of the Social Security Act. The Friend
of the Court office operates as a Title IV-D agency and a large part of the expense of
operating the office (approximately 66%) is reimbursed through federal funds
administered through a State “Cooperative Reimbursement Program” (CRP).
Additionally, counties that collect and disburse 40 percent or more child support in
the month it is due receive federal incentives. The incentive rate increases as the
disbursement rate increases, up to 79 percent.
Child support payments help to ensure minimum standards of living for children
and reduce the need for public resources to support children of parents raising
children in separate households. The Cass County Friend of the Court manages a
Title IV-D caseload of just over 3,500 cases.
Percent of Current Support Paid in the Month Due:
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PROBLEM-SOLVING/TREATMENT COURTS
Michigan’s problem-solving courts have been extraordinarily successful in solving
problems and saving lives. These innovative courts reach 97 percent of our state’s
population and help to make communities statewide safer and stronger. Also called
treatment courts, they are successful because participants can access treatment
and other support needed to address underlying issues affecting persons entering
the criminal justice and abuse neglect court systems, specifically, alcohol abuse,
drug abuse, mental illness, and untreated trauma.
Unlike traditional courts, problem-solving courts are not adversarial and take a
team approach that brings community stakeholders together to reach a “win-win”
outcome that prevents further offenses and saves local governments the cost of
incarceration. The Cass County Courts have been on the forefront of the problemsolving/treatment court movement and have obtained numerous federal and state
grants to provide much-needed services to our Cass County community.
In Cass County, we have the full spectrum of problem-solving courts, which are all
overseen by Chief Judge Susan L. Dobrich in collaboration with the Judges
presiding over each problem-solving court:
•

FAMILY TREATMENT COURT
o Presiding Judge, Honorable Susan L. Dobrich

•

HYBRID ADULT TREATMENT COURT/SOBRIETY COURT
o Presiding Judge, Honorable Stacey A. Rentfrow

•

SWIFT & SURE SANCTIONS PROBATION PROGRAM
o Presiding Judge, Honorable Mark A. Herman

•

MENTAL HEALTH COURT
o Presiding Judge, Honorable Mark A. Herman

Cass County’s full continuum of problem-solving courts focuses on providing
evidence-based responses that work to improve outcomes, restore families, and
make our communities safer.
Since 2006, Cass County’s problem-solving courts have received 11 federal grants
totaling $5,212,802.
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FAMILY TREATMENT COURT
In 2001, Judge Dobrich received a federal training grant to bring the family
treatment court approach to Cass County. Judge Dobrich, Dr. Barbara Howes, and
a team of interdisciplinary professionals were trained in “best practices” of the
family treatment court model. As they say, “the rest is history.” FTC has
transformed the way we do business in the Courts in Cass County. FTC provides an
alternative to the traditional court process in abuse and neglect cases where
parental substance abuse is a primary factor. FTC is an evidence based, family
based, and trauma informed substance abuse treatment program.
The traditional court process in abuse and neglect cases, with the traditional
prosecutor and defense functions, coupled with standard court procedures and
infrequent hearings, often reinforces the participant’s denial of substance abuse
issues. The FTC model transforms the roles of those involved in the court process
and establishes a coordinated systemic and integrated trauma-informed system of
care focusing on sobriety and accountability. FTC is committed to providing
permanency for children who have been abused or neglected through the court
system’s identification of and engagement with parents who have been diagnosed
with drug and/or alcohol dependence, by judicial oversight over the provision of
evidence based services to strengthen the entire family system through an
integrated, court-based collaboration among a diverse group of community service
providers, who work as a team, providing individualized, self-directed, and traumainformed treatment services, holding parents accountable and providing parents
with opportunities and skills to live a life of recovery while also providing a safe and
nurturing environment for their child(ren).

ADULT TREATMENT COURT/SOBRIETY COURT
The Cass County Adult Treatment Court (ATC)/Sobriety Court (SC) has been
operational since March 16, 2012. ATC and SC provide an alternative to the
traditional court process in criminal cases where substance abuse is a primary
presenting factor. ATC and SC are evidence based and trauma informed substance
abuse treatment programs.
ATC and SC are committed to improving community safety, transforming lives, and
changing outcomes for defendants in the criminal justice system who have been
diagnosed with drug and/or alcohol dependence, by judicial oversight over the
provision of evidence based services through an integrated, court-based
collaboration among a diverse group of community service providers, who work as a
team, providing individualized, self-directed, and trauma-informed treatment
services, holding criminal defendants accountable and providing them with
opportunities and skills to live a life of recovery while also keeping the community
safe.
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SWIFT & SURE SANCTIONS PROBATION PROGRAM
The Cass County Swift & Sure Sanctions Probation Program (SSSPP) has been
operational since 2013. SSSPP is an intensive probation supervision program that
targets high-risk felony offenders with a history of probation violations or failures.
Governed by MCL 771A.1 et seq., SSSPP is modeled on Hawaii's Opportunity
Probation with Enforcement (HOPE) program, which studies have shown to be very
successful in improving the rate of successful completion of probation among highrisk probationers.
SSSPP participants are closely monitored, including being subjected to frequent
random testing for drug and alcohol use and being required to attend frequent
meetings with probation and/or case management staff. SSSPP aims to improve
probationer success by promptly imposing graduated sanctions, including small
amounts of jail time, for probation violations. Judges in Michigan's SSSPP courts
have reported a reduction in positive drug tests and failures to appear at scheduled
meetings with probation officers among their SSSPP participant population.

MENTAL HEALTH COURT
Mental Health Courts in Michigan have been established since the late 2000s.
Mental Health Court is modeled after drug court and was developed in response to
the overrepresentation of people with mental illnesses in the criminal justice
system.
In 2014, Berrien County and Cass County collaborated to apply for, and were
awarded, a Regional Mental Health Court grant to take the mental health court
philosophy more to scale by expanding the mental health court concept into two
counties. In 2019, it was unanimously decided by program leadership, including
the Chief Judges of Berrien and Cass Counties, to discontinue the Regional Mental
Health Court and instead for each county to operate stand-alone mental health
courts.
Cass County’s Mental Health Court (CMHC) became operational October 1, 2019.
CMHC provides an alternative to the traditional court process in criminal cases
where a defendant’s involvement in the criminal system is related to the defendant’s
diagnosis with serious mental illness, serious emotional disturbance, co-occurring
disorder, or developmental disability. The CMHC operates pursuant to authority,
limitations and requirements set forth in Michigan law, specifically MCL 600.1090600.1099a.
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JUVENILE COURT FUNDING—CHILD CARE FUND
(CCF)
Michigan’s Child Care Fund (CCF) provides financial support for 50% of costs
related to the direct care of and community-based programming for juveniles. Chief
Judge Susan L. Dobrich and her team, spear-headed by Joni Patzer, administer not
only of the Cass County CCF, but also the Department of Health and Human
Services sub-account of the CCF. The CCF reimbursement is a collaborative effort
between Michigan’s Circuit Courts, county governments, state and local Department
of Health and Human Services offices and tribes to support programming for
neglected, abused, and delinquent youth in Michigan.
Initially, CCF reimbursement was limited to youth in out-of-home placements such
as foster homes or county-/court-operated facilities. In response to the Michigan
Supreme Court decision referenced above, additional community-based, In-Home
Care (IHC) treatment programming was developed by counties to further maximize
local juvenile justice and child welfare funds. This type of programming strives to
provide necessary services to prevent removal and allow children to remain at home.
IHC efforts may also focus on early reunification for youth already in out-of-home
placements.
IHC programming permits a large degree of local initiative and control, as services
are based on the needs of the community. IHC programming may include day
treatment, intensive probation, alternatives to detention, family counseling, job
skills training, and community wraparound. If the safety of the youth, the youth’s
family, or the community is at risk, an out-of-home placement may be required. The
CCF reimburses for a variety of out-of-home placements including foster homes and
court-/county-operated detention facilities, shelter care, and placement in other
private child caring institutions.
The $1.2 million dollar child care fund is primarily managed by Chief Judge Dobrich
and the Juvenile Register/Financial Officer, Joni Patzer, which includes creation
and management of an annual plan and budget approved by the Michigan
Department of Health and Human Services. In addition, Chief Judge Dobrich serves
on the State Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice Funding Leadership Council
governing the Child Care Fund.
Since October 1, 2019, the “State Pays First” has been implemented with respect to
the CCF. Under this funding plan, the State pays foster care families first and then
counties are charged back 50% instead of counties fronting funding and being
reimbursed for 50% by the State.
For more information on the CCF, visit the Michigan Department of Health &
Human Services webpage on the CCF.
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ASSESSMENTS & PRE-TRIAL SERVICES INITIATIVE
The Cass County Courts continue to work collaboratively with the Cass County
Sheriff’s Department, Community Corrections, and specifically Krista Smith,
Community Corrections Director, to develop an assessment driven, evidencedbased, pre-trial services to the Cass County criminal justice system.
Early assessment provides the opportunity for more community-based supervision
that when coupled with pre-trial services provides for better outcomes for both
offenders and the county’s bottom line. In addition, pre-trial release coupled with
appropriate supervision saves the County money by reducing the number offenders
in the jail as well as the total number of days offenders stay in the jail.

ADOPTION DAY 2020
Adoption Day 2020 celebrated on November 24, 2020 marked the 18th year that
Cass County held an Adoption Day celebration.
With the theme of “Giving Thanks for Families,” courts statewide celebrated
Adoption Month, 2020 held on or near the Tuesday before Thanksgiving. Adoption
Month has become a holiday tradition, highlighting the importance of adoption and
the needs of children in foster care.
Cass County’s 2020 Adoption Day celebration was co-hosted with the Michigan
Supreme Court and because of COVID held via Zoom and livestreamed on the
Michigan Supreme Court’s YouTube page. Adoption Day 2020 was an extra special
celebration in Cass County as Judge Susan L. Dobrich received the Daniel J. Wright
Lifetime Achieve Award for exemplary service to Michigan’s children and families.
The award was presented to Judge Dobrich by Michigan Supreme Court Justice
Elizabeth Clement.
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COURT IMAGING PROJECT
The Imaging Project kicked off in January 2016 as leaders within the Courts, Clerk,
and Friend of the Court worked with Imagesoft to develop and implement a
document management and workflow system. The project started in the Friend of
the Court in order to leverage the Friend of the Court’s IV-D money which provides
66% reimbursement for eligible IV-D expenditures as well as reimbursement for
indirect costs.
The Imaging Project “Go Live” date was November 30, 2016. “Go-Live” essentially
meant that we would start doing our work through the “workflow” system we built
within the OnBase imaging system. Workflow allows us to move documents from
one person to another through the OnBase imaging system with the push of a
button instead of manually carrying documents by way of the Court file from one
person to another.
There are two components to an imaging system. Imaging of documents from the
“Go Live” date and forward and imaging of the documents that existed prior to the
“Go Live” date (called back-filing). All 2017-2020 Court files involving divorce,
custody, child support, paternity, and other family matters are in the OnBase
imaging system with each individually filed document indexed and part of workflow.
2013-2016 Court files have been back-filed by the Clerk’s office providing users with
access in OnBase to those Court files . In the Friend of the Court, all incoming
documents are currently being processed in the OnBase imaging system as well as
having 2012-2019 Friend of the Court documents and files imaged.
The Imaging Project has required a great deal of collaboration, patience, and
willingness to change on the part of Court/Clerk/Friend of the Court personnel.
This project has gone very smoothly in large part because of the willingness of our
staff to embrace the changes that Imaging has brought to our work processes. Our
staff deserve a huge “thank you” for their support of this expansive project. In
addition, Michael Davis, from IT, has taken over as the leader of the imaging project
and having him spearhead imaging as the OnBase System Administrator has been
very positive allowing for more direct, onsite techinical administration and support.
E-Filing will become mandatory in the next few years. As a result, Cass County will
be well-positioned to add on the E-Filing solution to our existing OnBase imaging
system so that we can seamlessly convert from paper filing to electronic filing.
Cass County’s imaging team worked in 2020 and 2021 to take Circuit Court
criminal cases live in our imaging system. Our imaging team is working with
Probate Court as the next portion of imaging project with an anticipated go-live date
sometime in 2022.
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MICHIGAN LEGAL HELP SELF-HELP CENTERS
Michigan Legal Help’s website is for people who are handling their legal problems
without a lawyer. It helps patrons learn about legal problems and get ready for
court. There are many Do-It-Yourself tools to help users create court forms. The
website does not give legal advice, and it is not a substitute for having a lawyer.
There are computer terminals in the main branch of the Cass Library and the Law &
Courts Building for the public to access Michigan Legal Help.

COURT APPOINTED SPECIAL ADVOCATES (CASA)
The CASA program continues to be an invaluable partner to the Cass County
Courts. “CASA” stands for Court Appointed Special Advocate. A CASA Volunteer is
appointed by the Family Court Judge to provide factual, independent, and objective
information regarding the status of children involved in child protective proceedings.
The CASA Volunteer complements the duties of other professionals involved in
neglect and abuse cases. Other professionals include, but are not limited to, the
Court, protective service workers, foster care workers, prosecuting attorneys, the
lawyer-guardian ad litem, attorneys for the respondent parents, and therapists and
counselors.
The Cass County CASA program is a not-for-profit agency of trained volunteer
advocates who appear in court and act as a "voice" for abused and neglected
children in child protective proceedings in Cass County. If you are interested in
learning more about CASA, becoming a volunteer advocate or a board member,
contact Erica Boulanger, Director, at 269-445-4431, x2 or email her at
casscocasa1@yahoo.com.
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BAXTER THE THERAPY DOG
The Cass County Friend of the Court is “home” to Baxter the Therapy Dog. Baxter is
an English Labrador Retriever, born on August, 20, 2017. Baxter’s AKC Registered
name is Coco’s Storm Cloud Baxter. The name is a combination of Baxter’s parents,
KTL Sippin Hot Coco (mother) and Silver Bullet’s White Storm Cloud (father).
Baxter’s owner and handler is Cass County Sheriff Deputy Tim Gondeck, the Friend
of the Court Bench Warrant Officer. Baxter has been coming into the Friend of the
Court as part of his training since the age of seven weeks old. Deputy Gondeck
started Baxter’s formal training at Indiana K9 Learning Center/ Top Notch Service
Dogs in Elkhart, Indiana when Baxter was 8 weeks old. As Baxter’s training
progressed, he spent more and more time in the Friend of the Court.
Baxter has been specifically trained to work with traumatized victims and witnesses
as well as vulnerable adults as a therapy dog/canine advocate. Baxter’s training
included: Puppy Class I, Puppy Class II, AKC Star Puppy Certification, AKC Canine
Good Citizen Title Certificate, and AKC Community Canine Title Certificate
(Advanced Canine Good Citizen).
Baxter is available to sit with a victim or witness while they are testifying. Baxter
also is available to sit with a people who are being interviewed. In the Friend of the
Court, Baxter sits with children being interviewed by the Attorney Referee. Children
have reacted very positively to interactions with Baxter.
You can follow Baxter on his Facebook page, “Baxter the Therapy Dog”
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PROCEDURAL FAIRNESS “SPOTLIGHT”
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LAW DAY 2021
In 1958, President Dwight D. Eisenhower designated May 1st as Law Day. This day
is an opportunity to strengthen our great American heritage of liberty, justice, and
equality under the law. The 2020 Law Day event, sponsored by the Cass County Bar
Association and Southwestern Michigan College, was held via Zoom on April 30,
2020. Since the 2020 Law Day celebration couldn’t happen due to COVID-19, there
was even more reason to celebrate the event in 2021 which was attended by
lawyers, Judges, Southwestern Michigan College leaders, Southwestern Michigan
College students, Cass County officials and leaders, and other community members
featuring:
•
•

Keynote speaker: John Proos
Presentation of Liberty Bell awards:
o Former Michigan Supreme Court Justice Dennis Archer presented the
Liberty Bell award to Frankie Williams, Jr., former Chief of Police for the
Village of Cassopolis, and,
o Cass County Courts’ Chief Judge Susan L. Dobrich presented the
Liberty Bell award to Mary Geegan Middleton, CEO of Cass Family
Clinic Network

The Liberty Bell Award is presented to non-lawyers, in conjunction with Law Day, to
honor outstanding citizens within the local community who have given of their time
and energy to strengthen the effectiveness of the American system of freedom under
law, in keeping with the spirit of our Constitution.
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SUMMER 2021 CELEBRATION FOR PROBLEMSOLVING COURTS
The Cass County Problem-Solving Courts traditionally hold graduation celebrations
in each Court for program participants who successfully graduate. COVID-19 put
in-person graduation celebrations on hold just like many other in-person events.
On June 21, 2021, some normalcy returned with a joint celebration for all of Cass
County’s Problem-Solving Courts at Cass County’s Don Horne Park on a sunny,
beautiful day which featured a cookout and presentations by each of Cass County’s
three judges to commemorate the hard work being done by individuals choosing to
make recovery a priority by entering a Problem-Solving Court program. Cass County
Courts have a full continuum of Problem-Solving Courts including Cass County’s
first Problem-Solving Court, Family Treatment Court, presided over by Chief Judge
Susan L. Dobrich, Adult Treatment Court & Sobriety Court presided over by District
Court Judge Stacey A. Rentfrow, Swift & Sure Sanctions Probation Program &
Mental Health Court presided over by Circuit Court Judge Mark A. Herman. These
Courts would not be possible without the dedicated multi-disciplinary teams
including our grant writer and Consultant, Dr. Barbara Howes, who has
collaborated alongside our Courts since the beginning of our Problem-Solving Court
journey.
Cass County Courts’ Chief Judge Susan L. Dobrich notes that “the Summer 2021
celebration is a great opportunity to celebrate. We’ve all been locked up for the last
14-15 months, yet we still got the work done through innovation and learning to do
things in new ways. We really appreciate how hard everyone works. It is really
important to celebrate our successes. Our participants do hard work in our
Problem-Solving Courts and as judges we look forward to hearing from our
participants who are bright, intelligent, and strong making life changes that lead to
additional growth with the support and accountability provided by our ProblemSolving Court teams made up of multi-disciplinary professionals trained in
evidence-based practices. While participants in the Problem-Solving Courts are the
initial beneficiaries of these programs, we are proud of the impact this work has on
the participants’ children and entire extended families since addiction and mental
health issues impact the entire family. We are so proud of our treatment community
made up of professionals, mentors, peers, and others who have been successful in
helping themselves and others to incorporate recovery into people’s daily lives and
who pay what they’ve learned forward to continue to grow our recovery community.
Together we are doing great things to change lives, restore families, and improve our
community.”

31
You can check out videos from the celebration which can be found on the Courts’
website.
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PROBATE COURT JUDGE SUSAN L. DOBRICH
RETIRES
Chief Judge Susan L. Dobrich announced that she is retiring effective December 31,
2021. “Serving the citizens of Cass County as the Probate – Family Judge since
1995 has been an amazing honor and wonderful experience.” Judge Dobrich’s
greatest passion was to serve the vulnerable population; children, elderly, the
developmentally disabled, addicted, and mentally ill. Growing up in the 1960’s, the
opportunity to work as a public servant and as a Judge in particular was a
childhood dream. She grew up watching Bobby Kennedy and the idea that public
service was the only work she wanted to do.
Acting as Chief Judge of the Cass County Courts, Judge Dobrich focused on
training the staff in evidence-based practices and best practice approaches to assist
in making a difference for families involved with the Cass County Courts. Judge
Dobrich founded the Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) program in Cass
County in 1995 to provide a “voice” for children in abuse and neglect matters. She
was a member of the Governor’s Task Force on Child Neglect & Abuse, appointed by
Governor John Engler and subsequently reappointed by Governor Jennifer
Granholm.
Having learned about the drug court movement in Florida in 2000, Judge Dobrich
brought this innovative approach to Cass County creating the first family
dependency treatment court in Michigan. This leadership by Judge Dobrich led to
the development of additional problem-solving courts in Cass County. Further, this
leadership assisted the Cass County Courts in receiving 11 federal grants totaling
$5,212,802. In addition, Cass County was awarded with many state grants too.
Understanding that collaboration was the key to success, a team working with
individuals with addiction has transformed lives for program participants, their
families, and the communities they live in.
An award-winning jurist and leader, Judge Dobrich was also very active at the state
level. She was a leader in the judiciary having served as President of the Michigan
Probate Judges Association, President of the Judicial Section of the State Bar,
President of the Michigan Association of Treatment Court Professionals, Co-Chair of
the Michigan Tribal State Federal Forum, as well as having served on numerous
other state committees and authoring state legislation.
Judge Dobrich has received many awards including the Lifetime Achievement Award
from the Edwardsburg Public Schools, the Michigan Association of Treatment Court
Professionals (MATCP) Honorable William Schma Judicial Leadership Award, the
Cass County Youth Council Flame Keeper’s Award, the CASA Judge of the Year
Award, the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Edwardsburg Public Schools,
Jurist of the Year award from the Foster Care Review Board Award, the Michigan
Association of Drug Court Professionals (MADCP) Hero Award, the Women in the
Law Award by Michigan Lawyers Weekly, as well as the Daniel J. Wright Lifetime
Achievement Award for Exemplary Service to Michigan Children and Families.
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Judge Dobrich also received the 2020-2021 Champion of Justice Award from the
Michigan State Bar for extraordinary professional accomplishments.
Judge Dobrich is a frequent lecturer at judicial education seminars and trainings,
and she has served as an editorial writer and advisor for publications including
serving as the contributing author for two chapters in a Benchbook for Family
Courts on Substance Use Disorders and doing Peer Review for the National Family
Treatment Court Best Practice Standards released in 2019.
Judge Dobrich looks forward to spending more time with her husband of many
years, retired Dowagiac Chief of Police Tom Atkinson, and her family. She will
remain active in the drug courts and advocate for families and children.
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CAROL MONTAVON BEALOR APPOINTED AS NEXT
PROBATE COURT JUDGE
On November 10, 2021, Governor Gretchen Whitmer announced the appointment of
Carol Montavon Bealor to the Cass County Probate Court.
“I am proud to appoint Carol Montavon Bealor to the Cass County Probate Court,”
said Governor Whitmer. “Her extensive experience working in the Cass County
courts and impressive credentials will be invaluable as she assumes this new role
on the bench.”
Carol Montavon Bealor currently serves as the court administrator, Friend of the
Court director, and circuit court attorney referee for the Cass County Courts. She
also serves as an adjunct instructor at Southwestern Michigan College teaching
business law classes. Prior to joining the Court, Bealor was a private practice
attorney where she practiced criminal and civil litigation, family law, and child
protection proceedings. In addition, she served as a Cass County assistant
prosecutor, Cass County public defender, and an attorney member of Cass County's
Family Treatment Court, Sobriety Court, and Adult Treatment Court.
Bealor earned her Juris Doctor degree from Valparaiso University School of Law and
a Bachelor of Arts in Government and International Studies from the University of
Notre Dame. She currently serves as the president of the Cass County Bar
Association and as a member of the State Bar Access to Justice Policy Committee.
Carol lives in Cassopolis with her husband, Dale and her son, Aaron.
“I am humbled by this appointment and honored to serve the people of Cass County
as Probate Judge,” said Bealor. “I will diligently carry out my duties with
impartiality and fairness. I will resolve matters before me efficiently, being
responsive to the needs of the people and community I serve.”
This appointment was made to fill a partial term, which expires at twelve o’clock
noon on January 1, 2023, after Judge Susan L. Dobrich steps down effective
December 31, 2021. If Ms. Bealor wishes to serve the remainder of Judge Dobrich’s
term, expiring January 1, 2025, she is required to run for reelection in November of
2022.
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ADOPTION DAY 2021
On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving every year, Michigan celebrates Adoption Day.
This day recognizes the many adoptions that occur in the state each year. It also
educates the public about the adoption process and the need for foster families
within our community. In Cass County, the Courts generally host a large
celebration where numerous speakers gather, adoptions are finalized, and the
community is invited to attend. Due to Covid, we did not host our traditional large
gathering this year. Instead, one very special adoption was finalized with parties
appearing in-person, as well as virtually via Zoom. In fact, over 45 attendees
participated via Zoom. There was a superhero theme where Court staff wore
superhero t-shirts and decorations filled the courtroom. This was the 19th year
that Cass County held an Adoption Day event.
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YOU CAN FIND CASS COUNTY COURTS ON TWITTER
Cass County Courts are on Twitter. Follow the Cass County Courts’ Twitter page to
find out more about what is going on in the Courts. Check us out at: @CassCourts
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CASS COUNTY COURTS’ CONTACT INFORMATION
43rd Circuit Court
269-445-4412
43rd Circuit Court File Room
269-445-4416
Family/Juvenile Court
269-445-4444

Probate Court
269-445-4454
Friend of the Court
269-445-4436
4th District Court
269-445-4424
Cass Courts Website
https://casscourtsmi.org/

