
 

 

 
January 8, 2026 

 
Rosalyn Sia Baker-Barnes, President of the Florida Bar 
Searcy Denney Scarola Barnhart & Shipley 
2139 Palm Beach Lakes Blvd 
West Palm Beach, FL 33409-6601 
 
 Re:  Trial Lawyers Section of the Florida Bar Annual Report 2025 – 2026 
 
 
Dear President Baker-Barnes: 
 

Since 1967, the Trial Lawyers Section of the Florida Bar has steadfastly 
promoted professionalism, civility, effective trial advocacy, access to courts and 
sought to protect the constitutional right to a trial by jury.  Our membership 
includes civil trial lawyers whose focus includes representation of defendants, 
plaintiffs, and the government, in civil trials.  The Executive Council of the Trial 
Lawyers Section is likewise made up of a diverse group of lawyers from the 
plaintiffs bar, defense bar, and lawyers who focus on commercial civil trial 
matters from across the state.  We strive to provide high-level resources and 
training to assist Florida’s trial lawyers to refine their skills inside and outside the 
courtroom.  To meet this goal, we are constantly evaluating our existing programs 
to ensure that the information we provide to our members and other trial lawyers 
includes the most up-to-date case law, rules updates, and technology that impacts 
civil trials in Florida. 

 
This year the Trial Lawyers Section has continued to provide trial lawyers, 

law students, and judges with outstanding programs, including the following: 
 

• The Trial Lawyers Section Membership Retreat: 
o The Section held its second annual membership retreat at 

the Ritz Carlton Amelia Island on November 6th – 8th, 2025 
under the leadership of Committee Chairs, Shirin Vesley 
and Anisha Patel.  The retreat included a day of continuing 
legal education, with sessions on advocacy in mediations 
and arbitrations, managing e-discovery, powerful openings 
and persuasive closings, trial lawyers in the tech-age, how 
to build a winning case, leveraging high profile litigation 
and avoiding errors in jury instructions and verdict forms.  
The program was highlighted by a plenary session hosted 
by Florida Supreme Court Chief Justice Carlos Muniz, 
Justice Charles Canady, and Justice Jorge Labarga on 
professionalism and ethics.  We were very pleased with our 
increase in attendance this year.  Based on this year’s 



 
 

success, we plan to continue holding an annual membership retreat again in 
the next fiscal year.  The retreat is scheduled to return to Orlando in early 
November of 2026.  More information on this event will be forthcoming.   

• Chester Bedell Mock Trial Competition:  
o This event is one of the most important mock trial competitions in the State of 

Florida each year.  Every Florida law school is invited to send teams to this 
competition, which will be held this year in Tampa, Florida, on February 6th – 8th 
at the Hillsborough County Courthouse.  In this competition, the best advocates 
among Florida’s law schools compete to determine each year’s top trial advocacy 
team.  The Trial Lawyers Section thanks Rachel Walters and Suzette Russomanno 
for leading this successful program.  In addition, the Section thanks Circuit Judge 
Christine Marlewski for her dedicated efforts in coordinating with Chief Judge 
Christopher Sabella to allow our program to be held at the Hillsborough County 
Courthouse.  

• Civil Trial Update & Board Certification Review Course: 
o Held each February, this board certification review course prepares trial lawyers 

for the upcoming board certification examination.  Attending this program 
provides trial lawyers with information they need to be current on the law 
concerning all aspects of client representation, civil procedure, and trial 
techniques.  Two days of lectures from the finest Florida trial lawyers and judges 
address aspects of a civil case from start to finish and provide participants with 
over 500 pages of written resource materials.  The Trial Lawyers Section 
continues to thank Ed Cheffy for over 20 years of dedicated service to this 
program and Florida’s trial lawyers.  For the second year, Ed’s partner, Debbie 
Crocket, will chair this seminar.  We thank her for her hard work continuing this 
program.  This year, the program will be held in Tampa, Florida on February 5th – 
6th.  Also, this year, on Friday, February 6th, the Trial Lawyers Section and the 
Chester Bedell Foundation will host the Chester Bedell Memorial Luncheon in 
conjunction with this seminar.  The Trial Lawyers Section continues to enjoy, and 
is thankful for, its relationship with the Chester Bedell Foundation and is honored 
to co-host this annual luncheon.   

• Advanced Trial Advocacy: 
o Thanks to Michael Feiler, Chuck Ingram, Jennifer Lester, our highly regarded 

Advanced Trial Advocacy program will be held again this year in May.  For the 
first time, the program will be held at St. Thomas University College Law School 
in Miami Gardens.  This program provides trial lawyers with at least 5 years of 
experience the opportunity to improve their advocacy skills.  The program lasts 
one week and includes both didactic presentations and simulations.  Prestigious 
faculty, which consist of talented and experience trial lawyers and judges, provide 
insight and instruction on each part of a civil trial.  Participants then prepare and 
perform each stage of a civil trial and receive detailed feedback.  Attending the 
program provides 40 hours of CLE credit.   

• Florida Handbook on Civil Discovery: 
o With special thanks to Wes Smith and Jeremy Branning, the Section is continuing 

to update the Civil Discovery Handbook to address the recent significant changes 
to the Florida Rules of Civil Procedure and their impact on discovery practices in 
Florida.  The handbook aims to curtail perceived discovery abuses and is provided 



 
 

to all 1,300 members of the state and federal judiciary in Florida.  We expect to 
have a revised version of the handbook for publication next year.   

• Additional CLE Programs: 
o The Trial Lawyers Section continues to provide extensive CLE programs, which 

will be both online and in-person during the upcoming year.  Past programs have 
included “Hot Topics in Evidence” and “Advanced Medical Malpractice”, among 
many others.   

 
It has truly been an honor to lead the Trial Lawyers Section this year, and to work with the 

many dedicated and hardworking members of the Executive Council.  I am pleased to report that the 
Section will be in good hands next year under James Gassenheimer’s leadership as the incoming 
Chair.  As always, we appreciate the support we have received from you, President Baker-Barnes, as 
a former member of the Trial Lawyers Section Executive Council and active civil trial practitioner, 
as well as  the other members of the Board of Governors.  To the extent you or the Board have any 
other questions about the Trial Lawyers Section and its activities this year, please feel free to contact 
me directly.  
 
 

Respectfully submitted,  
 
 
 
W. Braxton Gillam, IV, Chair  


