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Stacey Smith 
National Center for State Courts 
300 Newport Avenue 
Williamsburg, Virginia 23185-4147 
 
Re: Nomination of Judge Darlene Byrne for William H. Rehnquist Award 
 
How does one begin to describe a day in Judge Darlene Byrne’s court? Judge Byrne would 
compare it to an emergency room where triage skills are honed.  A typical docket for Judge Byrne 
contains emotionally-charged cases and imprudent legal decisions often set a course for a family 
in crisis that could end with a child’s relationship with his or her parent being forever lost.  Judge 
Byrne engages daily with families struggling with poverty, drug and alcohol addiction, mental 
health challenges, and family violence issues that frequently preclude the most basic needs of their 
children from being met.  After 30 or more cases on a docket, her day is likely to end in exhaustion 
and heartache because of the numerous difficult choices she had to make.  But Judge Byrne also 
routinely witnesses courage and dedication from impoverished parents, foster parents, extended 
family members, public servants, and children, who hold onto their hope of going back to a safe 
and loving home or finding a forever family.    
 
Beginning in January 2001, Judge Byrne has served as Judge of the 126th District Court of Travis 
County, Texas.  Since 2007, she has served as the presiding judge over all child welfare (Child 
Protective Services) cases in Travis County; in addition, she handles general civil law disputes, 
family law cases, and administrative appeals for the State of Texas.  Serving as the epitome of 
judicial excellence, Judge Byrne demonstrates integrity, fairness, knowledge of the law, creativity, 
sound judgment, open-mindedness, intellectual courage, decisiveness, and compassion. 
 
Through her excellent service, Judge Byrne has raised the bar for the State of Texas and judges 
across our nation.  She has passionately dedicated years of service on the bench to improving the 
lives of abused and neglected children and at-risk youth in the juvenile justice system.  Her 
professional demeanor encourages respect and inspires others to work hard and believe in the value 
of their work.  Furthermore, Judge Byrne is a problem-solver who understands challenges and 
knows how to get things accomplished.  Her leadership in rolling up her sleeves and working hard 



in the pursuit of justice for children, families, and the community serves as an example to her 
colleagues.  Some of Judge Byrne’s major accomplishments are discussed below. 
 
Judicial Leadership at the Local, State, and National Levels 
 
Understanding the importance of judicial leadership, Judge Byrne has become a leader in areas of 
law related to child welfare and juvenile justice.  She works tirelessly, dedicating time and 
attention to the CPS cases of nearly 1,500 children on her Travis County docket, while also serving 
in leadership roles that assist other judges in improving their court and child welfare systems at 
local, state, and national levels.  Moreover, Judge Byrne’s reputation for excellence has led to her 
election to numerous notable leadership roles, including her current role as President of the Board 
of Directors of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ), one of the 
oldest judicial membership organizations in the nation.  She was also a founding member of the 
Supreme Court of Texas Permanent Judicial Commission for Children, Youth, and Families 
(Texas Children’s Commission) in 2007, which I currently chair.  After many years of service as 
a Commissioner and Vice-Chair, Judge Byrne now serves as a valued Senior Judicial Advisor to 
the Texas Children’s Commission. 
 
In her home jurisdiction of Travis County, Judge Byrne’s leadership has transformed the manner 
in which child welfare cases are handled. Judge Byrne instituted local court performance measures 
and developed tools and resources to facilitate improved data collection and reporting.  With the 
help of a talented technology team, Travis County built a robust database specifically designed for 
CPS cases and implemented an automated attorney appointment system under her leadership. 
Notably, this innovation enables parties to have immediate access to legal counsel and allows each 
appointed attorney electronic access to the entire case file.  Electronic access to the file reduces 
the time attorneys spend at the courthouse reviewing and copying files, saving the county and 
taxpayers money.  In addition to promoting effective use of technology, Judge Byrne has 
partnered with professionals and academics to study the cost effectiveness of certain court 
interventions, which are discussed below.   
 
Locally, Judge Byrne spearheaded a national initiative known as One Judge/One Family, which is 
a docket management system for child welfare cases that helps ensure a single family will appear 
before the same judge who can then develop familiarity with the case and the family.  She also 
helped establish the Travis County Offices of Parent Representation and Child Representation, 
two ground-breaking Texas public defender offices that provide consistent and highly-skilled legal 
representation to parents and children in child welfare cases.  Moreover, she has increased 
awareness of trauma-informed care to Travis County professionals by facilitating trainings on 
trauma associated with child abuse and neglect.  Judge Byrne was the first Texas judge to subject 
her own court to a trauma audit, and she subsequently built a relationship with a local therapy dog 
association to provide therapy dogs to assist individuals on her child welfare docket. 
 
Community Collaboration 
 
In September 2008, Judge Byrne founded a community collaboration known as the Travis County 
Model Court for Children and Families, serving as Lead Judge since its inception.  This 
community collaboration routinely brings together local leaders from a variety of disciplines to 



further its goal of improving the local court and child welfare systems and promoting successful 
outcomes for children and families in Travis County.  On a monthly basis, Judge Byrne hosts 
executive team sessions in which key players in the child welfare system examine court data and 
discuss concerns.  Three times annually, Judge Byrne hosts larger multi-disciplinary gatherings 
in the community, cultivating relationships that have been enormously successful in mobilizing 
stakeholders to tackle systemic child welfare problems.  Judge Byrne also hosts a Brown Bag 
Education Forum every month, which provides attorneys with free continuing legal education 
credit.  Additionally her court functions as a classroom, hosting court teams and non-profit entities 
so that others can learn from the initiatives utilized in her court.  This systematic outreach has 
become business as usual in Travis County.   
 
Some of Judge Byrne’s outreach efforts include: 

 Developing a case transfer protocol to ensure coordination of timely transfers between 
counties, which spurred the enactment of a state law requiring all Texas courts hearing 
child protection cases to utilize the protocol.  

 Developing a system that significantly reduces the time needed to complete paternity 
testing in child welfare cases.  

 Creating a Family Search and Engagement Initiative to explore ways to comply with the 
Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 and to exercise 
due diligence in identifying and providing notice to grandparents and other relatives of the 
child.  This initiative resulted in the local CASA program adopting a protocol and hiring 
staff to undertake the family engagement efforts.  Judge Byrne’s vision led to CASA of 
Travis County receiving a national award for its family finding efforts.  

 Initiating a project to improve the educational services provided to foster youth by 
appointing for each child receiving special education services a CASA volunteer trained to 
act as a surrogate parent under the Texas Family and Education Codes. 

 Initiating an awareness campaign about the issue of sex trafficking of foster youth and 
developing a comprehensive protocol for handling cases involving youth who have run 
away from foster care or are missing. 

 Producing a cost-benefit analysis in partnership with The University of Texas and the 
Austin Child and Family Research Partnership on the use of mediation in child welfare 
cases in Travis County.  The analysis found robust use of mediation provides families with 
the opportunity to develop their own safe permanency plan for their child, while at the 
same time saving Travis County taxpayers $1,500,000 annually.  This report has been 
widely distributed in the State of Texas.  

 
Judicial Innovation 
 
Judge Byrne aptly refers to her court as both a laboratory and a classroom because she routinely 
incorporates innovative tools and practices into her courtroom.  Judicial colleagues from across 
the state and nation visit her courtroom to discuss her successes and challenges, which she uses as 
an opportunity to learn from her colleagues as well.   
 
Judge Byrne’s leadership has helped bring numerous innovative court improvement projects to 
Travis County, including:  

 The Travis County Family Drug Treatment Court, providing intensive oversight to assist 



drug-affected parents in the child welfare system so that they can maintain sobriety and 
become healthy, self-sustaining parents. 

 A specialty Cross-Over Court, which provides additional judicial oversight to youth who 
are involved in both the child welfare and juvenile justice systems, avoiding duplication 
of services and competing court orders and reducing the amount of time families spend 
in court. 

 An Early Attorney Appointment Pilot Project, which furnishes legal representation to 
indigent parents when any petition or motion affecting parental rights is filed.  After 
examining positive data related to the pilot project, Judge Byrne expanded the project to 
all cases on her child welfare docket.  The project resulted in more children being placed 
with relatives, rather than foster care placements, as well as children being reunited with 
their families more quickly.  The Texas Legislature subsequently enacted legislation 
directing that this practice be considered by all Texas judges responsible for ensuring due 
process in child protection cases.     

 
Issue Advocacy 
 
Judge Byrne often speaks, writes, teaches, and participates in extra-judicial activities, such as 
making recommendations to public and private fund-granting agencies on projects and programs 
concerning the legal system and the administration of justice.  Mindful of her ethical 
responsibilities under the Texas Code of Judicial Conduct, Judge Byrne believes that part of her 
role as a judicial leader is to inform and engage legislators and members of the public about the 
inner-workings of the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  She has brought the importance 
of various juvenile justice and family law topics to the public through numerous blogs and op-eds, 
interviews, and commentaries. The topics she has discussed include: 1) domestic child sex 
trafficking; 2) indiscriminate shackling of children; 3) juvenile age of jurisdiction; 4) trauma-
informed practices in the courtroom; 5) adolescent brain science; 6) foster care and adoption; 7) 
child protective services; 8) school-to-prison pipeline; and 9) the strengthening of the Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA).  Judge Byrne has been published and featured 
in The New York Times, USA Today, The Baltimore Sun, Huffington Post, The Daily Beast, The 
Guardian, KXAN, KVUE, and The Austin-American Statesman, just to name a few. 
 
Judge Byrne is particularly proud to serve as one of the national voices advocating against the 
indiscriminate shackling of juveniles.  As president of the NCJFCJ, Judge Byrne was at the 
forefront of the organization’s adoption of a resolution opposing indiscriminate shackling of 
children.  The resolution was published on more than 200 websites, including Yahoo!, The Boston 
Globe, The Courier-Journal, and Christian Science Monitor, reaching a national and international 
audience of more than 72 million.  Judge Byrne worked with the Texas Legislature to testify 
against indiscriminate shackling, spoke at national conferences, and presented op-eds to 
newspapers in several states on the topic.  These efforts have brought recognition of this important 
issue to several states, including Missouri and Ohio.  
 
Awards and Accolades 
 
Judge Byrne’s excellence has not gone unnoticed.  She was the recipient of the 2015 National 
CASA Judge of the Year Award and the 2011 Judge of the Year by CASA of Travis County.  She 
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◊  EMPLOYMENT  ◊ 

 
126th Judicial District Court, Travis County, Texas – District Judge – 2001-Present 
Elected for four terms of four years and is unopposed in 2016.  General jurisdiction trial 
court.  Preside over all Child Dependency Court (Child Protective Services) cases, 
Juvenile Justice, general family law, civil law disputes, and administrative appeals. 
 
Fritz, Byrne & Head, L.L.P. – Of Counsel, 2000 
Employment litigation and counseling, commercial litigation, governmental entity 
representation. 
 
Brown Carls & Mitchell, L.L.P – Partner and Of Counsel, 1996-2000 
Employment litigation and counseling, commercial litigation, governmental entity 
representation.   
 
Travis County, Texas - Assistant County Attorney, 1992-1996 
Employment litigation, civil rights cases and eminent domain cases to acquire right-of-
way, including pre-litigation acquisition and negotiation, administrative hearings and 
trials.   
 
Brown McCarroll & Oaks Hartline, Austin, TX - Attorney, 1991 
Handled cases for the FDIC and RTC in trial and appellate courts.   
 
Page & Addison, P.C., Austin, TX - Associate Attorney, 1991 
Handled commercial litigation for FDIC and RTC. 
  
Hudgins Hudgins & Warrick, Houston, TX - Associate Attorney, 1989-1991 
Handled insurance defense docket involving mainly products liability and DTPA claims 
which included cases involving 1,000 or more plaintiffs. 
 
Hutcheson & Grundy, Houston, Texas - Associate Attorney and Law Clerk, 1986-1989  
Handled commercial litigation primarily for the FSLIC and bankruptcy cases.  
 

◊  EDUCATION  ◊  
 
University of Houston Law Center - Doctor of Jurisprudence, 1987 
Magna Cum Laude, Order of the Coif and Law Review  
 
Jacksonville State University – Jacksonville, Alabama – Bachelor of Arts , 1981 
Graduated with Special Honors and Distinction 



◊  NATIONAL COUNCIL OF JUVENILE AND FAMILY COURT JUDGES  ◊  
 

President – (2015 to present) 
Board of Director/Trustee Member – (2008 to present) 
Member – (2004 to present) 
Numerous Committee Chair Positions and/or Membership positions including: 
Audit Committee, Permanency Planning Department Advisory Committee Member, 
Development Committee, Membership Committee, Legislative Committee, Governance 
Committee, Diversity Committee, Curriculum Committee, Finance Committee, Juvenile and 
Family Law Department Advisory Committee, National Center for Juvenile Justice Advisory 
Committee – (2004 to present) 
NCJFCJ Fund, Inc. Board member 
NCJFCJ Foundation Board member 
Journal Editorial Staff – (2011 to 2015) 
Days on the Hill NCJFCJ Representative – (numerous years since 2012) 
Executive Director Search and Interview Committee – (2011 and 2016) 
Lead Judge and Founder, Child Victims Act Dependency Model Court – (2008 to present) 
NCJFCJ Founders’ Club member – (2008 to present) 
Speaker – Numerous NCJFCJ Conferences 
Model Court Cross Site Host and Attendee – Numerous Events – (2007 to present) 
 

◊  OTHER ORGANIZATIONS ◊ 
 
Supreme Court of Texas Permanent Judicial Commission for Children, Youth and Families – Vice Chair 

– (2008 to 2015), Senior Judicial Advisor – (2015 to present) 
Advisor - National CASA Board of Trustees – (2015 to present) 
Travis County Juvenile Justice Board Member – (2001 to present), Chair – (2009 – 2014) 
Supervising Judge, Co-Founder, Advisory Board member - Travis County Family Drug Treatment 

Court – (2006 to present) 
Oversight Committee of the Travis County Office of Parent Representation and Office of Child 

Representation – Presiding Officer – (2009 to 2014) 
Travis County Collaboration for Children Advisory Board – (2013 to present) 
Interstate Commission on Juvenile Human Trafficking Committee (2015 to present) 
Children’s Mental Health Leadership Team (2014 to present) 
Project SAFE expert panel member (2014 to present) 
Mayor’s Better Austin Foundation (2015 to present) 
Fellow of the Texas Bar Foundation 
Austin Bar Foundation Founding Life Fellow 
Co-Chair  - Austin Bar Association (ABA) Law Day Luncheon – (2008 – 2009) 
Co-chair - ABA Vanishing Jury Trial Committee – (2004 – 2006) 
Co-chair - Austin Do The Write Thing Challenge – (2008 to 2011) 
Judicial Chair - ABA Foundation Gala - 2005 
Texas Administrative and Public Law Council member – (2002-2005), past Secretary and past Treasurer 
Travis County Labor and Employment Law Section Program Committee chair – (1998 – 1999) 
Girls Empowerment Network Board Member – (2007-2010) 
Austin Rape Crisis Center volunteer and Past Board Member/Treasurer – (1993 – 1995) 
Leadership Austin graduate - 1997 
Ballet Austin BARRE past chairman Boy Scouts of America Cub Scout Den Leader – (2000 – 2006) 
 



◊  AWARDS  ◊ 
 

 
2015 Recipient of the National CASA Judge of the Year Award 
2008 Recipient of the Texas CASA Lone Star Proud Judge of the Year Award 
2011 Judge of the Year Award, CASA of Travis County, TX 
2016 Seedling Foundation Hero for Children Award 
2016 Texas Appleseed Visionary Society Pathfinder Award 
2016 University of Houston Law Center Alumnae Recognition 
2015 Any Baby Can Austin Advocate Award 
2013 Travis County Women’s Lawyers Association (TCWLA) Pathfinder Award 
2009 TCWLA Outstanding Achievement Award 
2005 TCWLA Government Service Award 
2013 Austin Child Guidance Center’s Icon for Children Award 
2009 YWCA of Greater Austin’s Woman of the Year Award in the area of Racial Justice 
 

◊ PUBLICATIONS AND MEDIA HIGHLIGHTS◊ 
 

• Public Can Help with Devastating Issue of Child Sex Trafficking (Las Vegas Informer, 
January 21, 2015) 
• Unique Dallas County juvenile court teaches minority boys to be men (by Jennifer 
Emily and Diane Jennings, March 20, 2015, Dallas Morning News – Audience 9MM) 
• Judges Weigh in Against Shackling of Youth in Courtrooms (by Sarah Barr, Juvenile 
Justice Information Exchange, August 11, 2015 – Audience 30,000) 
• Re: Shackling harms rehab of juveniles (Letter to the Editor by Darlene Byrne, Austin 
American Statesman, August 17, 2015 – Audience 543,000) 
• Law to shelter child sex trafficking victims could strain resources (by Robert Maxwell, 
KXAN, August 30, 2015) 
• Therapy Dog Goes to Family Court (Interview of Judge Darlene Byrne by Jenni Lee, 
KVUE, October 5, 2015, reposted by USA Today Online – Audience 23MM) 
• Re: Shackling Pregnant Women (Letter to the Editor by Darlene Byrne, October 5, 
2015, The New York Times – Audience 65MM) 
• CPS must not be only safety net (Letter to the Editor by Darlene Byrne, December 23, 
2015, Dallas Morning News – Audience 700,000) 
• Juveniles do not deserve indiscriminate shackling (by Darlene Byrne, December 27, 
2015, The Vindicator – Audience 3.5MM) 
• Children should not be shackled (Op-Ed by Darlene Byrne, January 6, 2016, 
Cleveland.com) 
• Texas’ foster care system needs help, not condemnation (by Darlene Byrne, January 6, 
2016, Texas Tribune) 
• Court decision shows Texas needs stronger safety net for foster children (by Darlene 
Byrne, January 8, 2016, Star Telegram) 
• Unchain the children for a more effective juvenile court (by Darlene Byrne, January 26, 
2016, St. Louis Post-Dispatch) 
• Shackling children is not justice (by Darlene Byrne, January 27, 2016, Delaware Online) 
• Juveniles should not be shackled (by Darlene Byrne, March 15, 2016, Baltimore Sun – 
Audience 3.4MM) 



• Jailing Vulnerable Youth for Status Offenses Helps No One (by Yasmin Vafa, April 13, 
2016, Huffington Post – Audience 86MM) 
• Senator Tom Cotton Wants to Keep Kids in Jail (By Eleanor Clift, June 6, 2016, The 
Daily Beast – Audience 20MM) 
 
Updated June 13, 2016 
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