BEFORE THE ARKANSAS JUDICIAL DISCIPLINE
AND DISABILITY COMMISSION

IN THE MATTER OF: )
)
Honoravle Joel C. Cole ) No. 91-138

FINAL DECISION AND ORDER

Pursuant ro authority granted by Amendment 66 ro the Arkansas Consniution,
A.C.A. 16-10-410 er seq. and the Rules of Procedure of the Arkansas Judicial Discipline
and Disabiliry Commission promulgared by the Arkansas Supreme Court, the Commission

issues rhis Final Decision and Order.

I._FINDINGS OF FACTS

1. Ar all rimes relevanr herero, respondent Joe! C. Cole was and conrinues 1o be
a judge of the Municipal Court of North Lintle Rock, Arkansas.

2. On Mav 13, 1991, respondent appoinred Diane Coomes 1o be a proparion
officer in the North Linle Rock Municipal Court. At rhar rime respondent was the
presiding judge and hiring oyficial in thar court.

3. At che ime or her appointment. Diane Coomes did nor have anv experience as

a proparion orficer.  For the prior nine vears she was a bartender ar the Eiks Clupo in



North Lirtle Rock. Bejore thar she had been a secrerary jor three years. Prior 10 being
appointed ro the posirion, Diane Coomes did nor have any jormal rraining or experience
as a provarion officer nor did she have a bachelor’s degree jrom an accredited College
or Dmiversiny. Requirements jOr the position of probarion officer, as promulgared by the
North Lirrie Rocx personne! deparrment in [989, were a bachelor’s degree or an
equivaient amount oy very relared experience.

4. Prior ro the May 13, 1991 appointment, respondent and Diane Coomes were
close personal friends. They had known each other abour eighr vears, had lived rogerher
for some rime and have been involved in a sexual ajfair. During the rime or his divorce,
respondent and Diane Coomes were involved in a sexual affair. The sexual affair
berween respondent and Diane Coomes, which began by mid 1989, continued through ar
least December 1991.

5. Ar the ime of her initial appointment, Diane Coomes’ starting annual salary,
as direcred and approved by respondent, was 318,025. This starting annual salarv is
more than the salary of the other probarion officers of the North Lintle Rock Municipal
Court who had berween 2 and 30 years experience and ar least the same amounr as Ms.
Coomes’ predecessor who had many years of experience as a police ojficer and Z years
as a probation officer in the North Lintle Rock Municipal Court when he rerminared his
emplovment.

6. The appointmenr of Diane Coomes 1o the position or probarion oficer OV
respondent. crfective May [3, 1991 ar the starting salary or $18,025, resultea 'n a grear

deal or publiciry thar appeared in the srarewide newspapers.



7. Respondenr was first notified of the complaint by lerer dared July 2, 199].
After appropriate notice, preliminary investigative hearings concerning rhis complainc
were held on December 20, 1991 and February 21, 1992. A4 probable cause hearing was
conduczed on April 17, 1992. Respondenr and his counse! were present ar these hearings.

3. On Apni 17, 1992, the Commission found thar probable cause exisis jor
believing thar there has been misconduct of a nature requiring a formal disciplinary
proceeding.

9. Respondenr admits the foregoing facrts and has waived his right to a formal

disciplinary hearing.

II. FINAL DECISION AND CONCLUSIONS OF LAW

The above consttutes a violation of A. C.A. 16-10-410(4) and (5) by being conducr
that is prejudicial ro the administration of justice and is in wilful vioiation or Canons 1,
2A, and 3B(4) of the Code of Judicial Conducr. The Commission further finds that
respondent’s acrions of the appointment and continued employment of Diane Coomes was
based on javoritism; thar the directing and approving of Diane Coomes’ starting salary
to be 318.025 per vear was bevond the rair value of services rendered. These acrions
wirh the resuiting publicity derrimentallv ajfecred the inregriry or the judiciary, undermined
pubiic conridence in the administrarion of justice. and consrituted and coniinues :o

constitute unaccepiable behavior.

B



ORDER

T .5 thererorz ordered thar the respondent be cznsured. [ris further orderzd thar
"2CDONCEnD JEKE ACIICON 10 COrTecs the conmnuing narure Or the violanons, specificzily char
~espoondent termunare the 2mplovment relanionsnalp or the orooarion orficar Diane Coomes,
WRO was appoinred and emploved in vioianion of the aroremeniioned code Jrovisions and

Canons.

Respondenr is heredy censured.

By direction of the Judicial Discipline and Disapiiity Commission
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Dare Jamg}/ A. Bagami
Execunive Direcror
Judiciai Disciptine & Disapiiity Commission
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September 10, 19972

Ms. Diane L. Coomes

Probation Office

First Division Municipal Court
North Little Rock, Arkansas 72114

RE: Termination of Employment

Dear Ms. Coomes:

In compliance with an order of the Arkansas Judicial Discipline and
Disabilities Commission, your employment by this Court as probation officer,

process server and bailiff is hereby terminated effective September 11, 1997,
Your performance of vour position has been truly exemplar and except
P ) I y [ b4 T

for the above-mentZoned order this action would not have been taken.

Very truly vours,

)l

" l

Joel C. Cole

cc: NLR Personnel
Wade Hodge
Dale Price



