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State issues reprimand
over variety of violations

By Iyuiv LaRowe
Texarkana Gazette
Siath District Judge Eric Clifford was publicly
reprimanded this month by the Texas Commission
on. Judicial Conduct for a wide range of miscon-
duct. -
"Clifford's district serves Red River and Lamar
Counties. He did not return a call from the
Gazette for comment Taesday. .
According to a nine-page report, Clifford used

"his title as judge to promote a private busi-

ness, made inappropriate public comments about
pending eriminal and eustody cases, played favar-
ites when appointing lawyers, threatened a'law
enforcement officer and misused his office when.
dflllnandMg that a neighbor pay him for vetetinary
bills. ' s
“Finally, the commission concludes that Judge
Clifford’s initial lack of candor during the
Commission's investigation into these allepations
ruved w Ly au appiavaliug facles bo pedching o
inal decision in this case,” the reprimand states,
The Commission’s reprimand reviews i detail
numerous instances of Clifford’s conduct deemed
to violate the Texas Code of Tudicial Conduct and
includes some of Clifford’s responsés fo cnes=.
tions about his behavior given during an Aug. 14
AppEeArance, ' S
see JUDGE un Pﬁ9= ""'A :
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Continued from Page 1A
Lamar National Bank

Clifford and his famnily Lave
an ownerehip interest in Lamar
MNational Bank worth more than

o 10 maillion, nnuurﬁi-ng o thae

repn.ms_nd After assuming the
bench in 2009, Clifford con-
tinued o serve on the board
of directors at the bank and
included his title as judge on the
bank's Website.

Clifford told the commission
thal while he kpew his service
on the banl’s board wag prohib-
ited once he hecame a judge, he
continued to do 0 to loolk after
his family’s “Substannal invest-
mEHt "

The Child Custody Hearing

Clifford presided over a Child:

Protective Services hearing con-
cerning the children nf 2 man
accused of sexually abusing his
children in Lamar County. After
the hearing, and after the father
and his lawyer, Donald Haslam,
left the courtroom, Clifford
made derogatory staternents
About the man in front of other
attorneys and individualg wait-
g for their cases to be called.
Haslam filed 4 motion to have

Clifford removed from the case

as a result of the d1spaxagmg
cormmz:nts

Thneatenmg aLaw
Enforcement Officer

Sometime before Aug. 26,

2013, Clitford instructed his
cowrt reporter, Terry Spangler,
to arrange for Paris police offi-
cer Forrest Bigler to meet pri-
vately with him in his' eourt
office. to “disenss- Spangler's
allegations that Bigler's children
were ha.fassmg some of her rela-
tives,” the reprimand states.

At a meeting Aug. 26, Clifford

met with Bigler and threatened

him' with reprisals from- juve-
nile probation and with police
involvemerit - if * Bigler r:lldnt
resolve the issue, )

“In hie written responses -to
the Commission's inquiry, udge

‘Clifford initially denied meet--
ing with Bigler and/or calling’
law enforcement concerning .

Spangler’s allepations,” the rep-
rimand states,

Bur after ‘being confronted
with an audio recordmg of the
meeting, Clifford admitted to
it and professed it “likely” that
he'd contacted the chief of juve-
nile probation on the issue as
well.

State v. Erskine
At a Iﬁwanis Club meetmg,

from audience members and

expressed his opinions concern-
ing the Oct. 12, 2012, death of
Rocky Virgil.

. “During the meeting, Judge
Clifford made disparaging
remarks about Rocky and
expressed hig - opinjon that
some people ‘need to be killed,™
the reprirmond ototos. “Judge
Clifford also opined that the
‘state will never get an md1ct~
ment,’ in the case.”

Virgil's wife, Kathleen Erskme.
was later indicted for murder
in Virgil's death. The case
wound up in Clifford's eourt,
and the charge was redoced to
manslanghter, In January 2014,
Clifford and Erskines lawyer,
David Turner, discussed a pos-
wible plea deal in the case with-

oul a prosecutor present. Such

dispussions are not permitted
unless a representative from
both the state and defense are
present.

The state eventually filed a
motion .to remove Clifford
from. the case based on ‘the
Riwanis Club statements and
the improper meeting hatwean
the judge and defenge attorney.

State v. Baker

One of Jason Baker's relatives
informed Clifford that Baker
liad failed a drug test in viola-
tion of his probation. Clifford
contacted the chief of adult pro-
hation, and a motion to revoke
Baker's probation was filed,

When Lamar County Digtrict

 Attorney Gary Young and

Baker's lawyer, Donald Haslam,
learned of Clifford's discussion
with the probation chief “and
that the judge had conduct-
ed his own Investigation into
whether Baker had violated hie
probation,” they made an agree-

.ment to resolve the case,

"On Ang, 20, 2012, the plea
agreement was presented o
Judge Clifford, who stated that
he would not entertain any
negotiated apreement,” the rep-

. timand states,

Clifford set the case for a hear-
ing later the same day. The state
moved to dismiss the case, but
Clifford refuged, - .

“After the state notified the
judge that it would not be pre-
senting any arguments and/
or ealling dny witnesses, Judge
Clifford ordered Bakers proba-
tion officer to the sta.nd" the
reprimand states.

Cl]fford sentenced Baker to 90
days in jail.

When . questioned by the
Commigsion about the case,

Clifford told them he was “mad” .‘

and had become “too involved ™

State v. Bratcher
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‘replace

state’s aftorney that he wouJNo D007 at P,

sentence Tracy Bratcher to six
months jail time as a condition
of probation and that Bratcher
wonld serve the time “becanse
he degerves it” Bratcher's
defense lawyer, Barney Sawyer,
wasn't present when Clifford
remarked to the state about the
enoe. In his appearanse bofors
the Commission, Clifford con-
ceded that his comments to the
state’s atiorney were an exam-
ple of poor judgment.

Court Appointment of Lawyers
 Lamar County has policy

m place for the appointment:

of lawyers to criminal cases

-irvolying defendants too poor
lo hire their own attorneys, The

namies of qualified attorneys arve
placed on a list or “wheel,” and
appointments are to be evenly
spread among them.

Clifford instructed the Lamar
County District Clerk to remove
Dionald Haslam's name from: the
felony appointment list with-
out abtaining a-majority vote

from the other judges in Lamar

County, in violation of courity
policy. '

During: the period of Iuly 9
2013, to Sept 30, 2014, seven
lawyers were Lo receive feIony
appointments. -

“During this period, Iudi
Clifford approved fee vouch-
ers for (David) Turner in the
amount of $82,062.60. This was
the highest amount paid to any
attorney on the felony wheal

According to records: from the .
‘Lamar County Auditor's Office‘

Iudge Clifford appointed attor-
ney David Turner to represent
indigent defendants in a dis-

proportionately high percentage

of criminal cases compared to

other atmmeys on, the felony.‘

wheel”
Tumer fan agamst Clifford

in the 2008 race for the Gth.
District bench.’ Des
-rovy logs, Turper

- against ¢ Clifford in 2012. .

In January 2014, felony : drug -
_charges weré filed against a
WoIan Wlth an ‘existing mis-.
-demeanor .case, Mitzi Black
was already being represent- -

ed via court appointment by

‘Donald Haslam in the misde-
meanor dpmceedmg. but Cljﬂ‘ord‘ :

Haglam with "Durner in- ? N
g Wi - Clifford vras arrested for soli

both cases, | ¢ !

‘Black's" grandmother had

- called Clifford and asked for the
“substitution.

In a drug case mvolvmg the
son, David Neeley, of a foimer
Paris, Texas, mayor, Clifford
appointed Turner.

“Neeley is an aoto mechan-
fe who has worked on Judge

Clifford's antomobiles and, at

I DL, . SO SRS U . G T

pité a' nar- -
d not .

- duect repr
* time- Cliffor

3 /9 awport,” th
wepronand saaes.” “In the ‘pas

in addition to worling on th
judge’s cars, Neeley also ra
errands for the judge.”

Clifford did not step awa
from presiding over Neeley
cage despite Neeley's persons
connections to the judge,

W Juue 2, 2019, Weeley wa
arrested for possession of a con
trolled substance, cocaine, whil
riding Judge Clifford's scooter,
the reprimand states.

Clifford accepted a plea dea
for five years probation
Neeley's case in January 2014,

In a felony drug case involvin
Jessica Mitchell, Clifford agai
appointed Turner. The stab
filed a motion to have Cliffon
removed fromn Mitchell's case. -

“According to the motior
Mitchell had advised others tha
Judge Clifford had: (1} invite
her-and Ker son to visit him a
his airport hangar; (2) told he
to plead puilty to her offense
and request that he sentenc
her hecause he would not sem
her back to prison; (3) told he
that he was not going to semw
her away. and would take car
of her; (4) told her he does no
sleep at night because he ha
sleep apnea; and (5) told he
he would help her get her lid

" back™

Clifford . testified hefor
the Commission that he tol
Mitchell he couldn't discuss he
cage but could- appomt Tuarne
to represent her, ‘

Veterinary Bills . .

In May 2011, Clifford’s daugh
ter's dog was injured in a figh
with a dog owned by his neigh
bor, William' Mattoorn. Cliffor
claimed he paid vet bﬂls tutalm
$1,162.87. :

Clifford sent Martoon a lette
Aug. 29, 2011, on Judmml lettei

‘head demanding hé pay the an|

roal care costs within a montt
When Mattoon didn't respori¢
Clifford sent another letter o,
judicial letterhead’ threatenin
legal action.,

‘This . nmnth's iudiclﬂl ccm
d ‘1so't the fifs
has_seen troub
while: in’ nfﬁcc“ ‘While ser
bug a4 wseyos of, Dauls, Texd

iting a prostitute in Austin.

‘offered an undercover deput
. with the Travis County Sheriff]

Office $150 in exchange for se
Clifford served a six-mont
term of probation as pa,rt of
plea bargain.

Clifford's current’ term expure,

'Dee, 31, 2016. He has nat publig

Iy anpounced whether he wi
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