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In 2009, Florida attorney Lanell Williams-

Yulee mailed letters announcing her candi-

dacy for county judge to numerous potential 

supporters. In the letter, Ms. Williams-Yulee 

asked for an “early contribution of $25, 

$50, $100, $250, or $500, made payable to 

‘Lanell William-Yulee Campaign for County 

Judge.’” Judges and judicial candidates are 

barred by Florida’s ethical rules from person-

ally soliciting campaign contributions. Be-

cause of this violation, the Florida Supreme 

Court reprimanded her. Ms. Williams-Yulee 

took the case to the U.S. Supreme Court and 

argued that Florida’s rule violated her First 

Amendment free speech rights. In a 5-4 de-

-

ing Florida’s rule does not violate the First 

Amendment. 

Canon 7C(1) of the Florida Code of Judicial 

Conduct states that incumbent judges or can-

-

ally solicit campaign funds, or solicit attor-

neys for publicly stated support.” This rule 

is based on the ABA Model Rules. Florida is 

one of 30 states to have adopted a solicitation 

ban. The validity of these rules, however, has 

been in question since the Florida Supreme 

Court’s 2002 opinion in Republican Party 

of Minnesota v. White. In White, the Court 

sustained a First Amendment challenge to 

Minnesota’s “announce rule,” which barred 

candidates from announcing their views on 

judicial issues. Since White, numerous fed-

eral circuit courts found that state solicita-

tion bans also violate the First Amendment. 

State supreme courts addressing this issue, 

however, have all found solicitation bans do 

not violate the First Amendment. The U.S. 

Supreme Court took Williams-Yulee’s case 

to resolve the issue. 

Writing for the majority, Chief Justice John 

Roberts found that Florida’s Canon 7C(1) 

is the rare case that survives strict scrutiny 

review. Mr. Roberts recognized that while 

Florida’s rule prohibits speech, it only pre-

vents candidates from saying, “please give 

me money.” Florida’s interest in preserving 

-

ciary is so compelling that this rule, narrowly 

tailored to prevent only a personal solicita-

tion, does not violate the First Amendment. 

Justice Antonin Scalia dissented, arguing, 

“the First Amendment is not abridged for 

Canon 7C(1) “about as narrowly tailored as 

a burlap bag.”

not only in Broward County, but in all 39 

states that use some form of elections to se-

lect judges. In states that do not bar personal 

solicitations, some judges call lawyers and 

ask for money. Florida will be able to con-

tinue to protect lawyers and litigants from 

such a potentially uncomfortable situation. 

Likewise, judges and judicial candidates will 

avoid being forced into a race to the bottom 

against opponents who, compelled by politi-

cal necessity, ask for contributions from peo-

ple who may appear before them.  With the 

U.S. Supreme Court upholding this solici-

tation ban, attorneys who seek a judgeship 

may have a harder time raising campaign 

cash than other attorneys who run for a seat 

in the state legislature and do not face the 

same prohibition.  

Whether judicial elections are the best 

method for selecting judges is a question 

Williams-Yulee does not address. But Wil-

liams-Yulee will allow states that use judi-

cial elections to implement narrowly tailored 

ethical rules to protect their judicial elections 

from becoming little different from legisla-

tive and executive elections.    
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