
IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE 
FIFTEENTH JUDICIAL CIRCUIT IN AND 
FOR PALM BEACH COUNTY, FLORIDA 
 
Case No. 502014GA000630XXXXNB 
Division:  IJ 
 
IN RE: GUARDIANSHIP OF  
FRANCES BERKOWITZ 
_________________________________/ 
 

AMENDED PETITION FOR REMOVAL OF ELIZABETH SAVITT  
AS GUARDIAN FOR FRANCES BERKOWITZ 

 
 Petitioners, WILLIAM WEBSTER MILLSAPS and DONNA GREENSPAN 

SOLOMON, pursuant to section 744.474, Florida Statutes, and Florida Probate Rule 5.660, 

hereby petition the Court for the removal of ELIZABETH SAVITT as the guardian of the person 

and property of FRANCES BERKOWITZ, and in support thereof state as follows: 

PARTIES 

1. At all times material hereto, Petitioner William Webster Millsaps (“Millsaps”) 

was and is a resident of Palm Beach County, Florida.   

2. At all times material hereto, Millsaps was and is an attorney and active member of 

The Florida Bar with authority to practice law in the State of Florida.  Millsaps is Certified by 

The Florida Bar as a Health Care Specialist.  Millsaps is the principal of Web Millsaps Law, PL 

(“Millsaps PL”), a Florida Limited Liability Company. 

3. Millsaps is the Petitioner who requested the Court to determine capacity and, if 

needed, appoint a guardian in the first place for the then alleged incapacitated person and now 

ward, Frances Berkowitz (“Mrs. Berkowitz”).  Millsaps was also a personal friend of Mrs. 

Berkowitz and a personal friend of her late husband, Jerry Berkowitz (together with Mrs. 

Berkowitz, the “Berkowitzes”). 
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4. At all times material hereto, Petitioner Donna Greenspan Solomon (“Solomon”) 

was and is a resident of Palm Beach County, Florida. 

5. At all times material hereto, Solomon was and is an attorney and active member 

of The Florida Bar with authority to practice law in the State of Florida.  Solomon is one of only 

two attorneys who are Certified by The Florida Bar as both Business Litigation Expert and 

Appellate Specialist.  Solomon is the principal of Donna Greenspan Solomon, P.A. d/b/a 

Solomon Appeals, Mediation & Arbitration, a Florida Professional Association (“Solomon PA”). 

6. The Berkowitzes were the clients of Millsaps PL and co-counsel, Solomon PA.   

7. Pursuant to section 731.201, Florida Statutes, Millsaps and Solomon are 

“interested persons” who may reasonably be expected to be affected by the outcome of the 

instant Amended Petition (the “Petition”).	

8. At all times material hereto, Respondent Elizabeth Savitt (“Savitt”) was and is a 

resident of Palm Beach County, Florida.  On December 4, 2015, Savitt was appointed the 

emergency temporary guardian of Mrs. Berkowitz.  On January 7, 2015, Savitt was appointed the 

limited guardian of Mrs. Berkowitz. 

9. In its Omnibus Order entered on May 27, 2016, the Court held that Millsaps and 

Solomon have standing to challenge the initial appointment of Savitt as Guardian, and whether 

the appointment was done properly and whether there was any intrinsic or extrinsic fraud. 

MATERIAL FACTS 

10. In 2013 and 2014, Millsaps and Solomon represented the Berkowitzes in 

connection with a wide-ranging fraud that had depleted the Berkowitzes of their entire life 

savings of over $1.2 million.  During the course of heavily-contested litigation, Millsaps and 

Solomon recovered over $835 thousand from the fraudster for the benefit of their clients and, 
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additionally, were able to “freeze” several hundred thousand dollars more of Mrs. Berkowitz’s 

funds, which Millsaps and Solomon located in Amtrust bank. 

11. In late 2014, Millsaps and Solomon became concerned that Mrs. Berkowitz was 

declining and perhaps suffering from diminished capacity and/or the undue influence of her 

caregivers.  It appeared that significant additional recoveries were being put at risk.  As a result, 

on December 3, 2014, Millsaps petitioned for a determination of capacity of Mrs. Berkowitz and 

the appointment of a professional guardian on an emergency basis for Mrs. Berkowitz, in order 

to protect Mrs. Berkowitz from possible and then suspected exploitation by her caregivers. 

12. The court docket shows that the guardianship proceeding was initially assigned to 

Savitt’s husband, Judge Martin H. Colin (“Judge Colin”). 

13. Judge Colin did not enter any orders in the proceeding.  Instead, on December 4, 

2014, a different judge granted Millsaps’ petition for emergency guardianship and appointed 

Savitt as the emergency temporary guardian of Mrs. Berkowitz.  On January 7, 2015, Savitt was 

appointed as the limited guardian (“Guardian”) of Mrs. Berkowitz. 

14. Notably, the Petition for Emergency Guardianship revealed on its face that Mrs. 

Berkowitz had substantial assets.  This is significant because it appears that allegedly 

incapacitated persons (“AIPs”) with significant assets initially assigned to Judge Colin have been 

transferred to other divisions where Savitt is then appointed as guardian, all without an audit trail 

as to the purpose for the transfer in divisions and appointment of Savitt. 

15. Savitt was not a family member or friend of Mrs. Berkowitz, whom she had never 

met before.  Savitt was appointed as a “professional guardian.”  The Statewide Public Guardian 

Office requires such professional guardians to undergo credit and criminal history checks before 

being appointed. 
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16. Despite the requirement for credit and criminal history checks before 

appointment, Savitt and her husband had just had a final judgment of foreclosure entered against 

them.  On November 17, 2014 -- less than a month before the guardianship appointment---the 

final judgment of foreclosure was rendered, showing a balance due of $308,328.04.  A 

foreclosure sale was scheduled for March 17, 2015. 

17. On December 8, 2014, while still only Mrs. Berkowitz’s temporary guardian, 

Savitt filed an emergency motion to compel Mrs. Berkowitz’s bank to provide her with access to 

Mrs. Berkowitz’s financial records and to distribute all of her funds to Savitt.  The emergency 

motion was granted that same day.  Also on December 8, 2014, Savitt went to Mrs. Berkowitz’s 

bank to “open accounts.” 

18. However, on December 26, 2014, Savitt told Millsaps that Mrs. Berkowitz had 

“no money left” in her accounts, despite Millsaps’ advising Savitt that Mrs. Berkowitz should 

have had close to half a million dollars remaining. 

19. On March 11, 2015, the bank in Savitt’s foreclosure action filed a motion to 

cancel the pending sale scheduled for March 17, 2015, vacate the judgment and dismiss the 

action, stating:  “The parties have reached settlement whereby the indebtedness of Ms. Savitt to 

[the bank] has been satisfied.” (emphasis supplied).  On March 28, 2015, the bank executed a 

release of the mortgage of Savitt’s property. 

20. Meanwhile, on January 26, 2015, Dean Rosenbach (“Rosenbach”) and the Law 

Offices of Marshall E. Rosenbach substituted in as counsel for the Guardian (Savitt) and Mrs. 

Berkowitz in the Underlying Actions.  Rosenbach is a personal friend of Savitt’s husband, Judge 

Colin. 
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21. Serious concerns have been raised about Savitt’s conduct as guardian, including 

those raised in The Palm Beach Post’s investigative reporting series entitled “Guardianships: A 

Broken Trust.”  A portion of that series is annexed hereto as “Exhibit A.” 

22. In the wake of The Palm Beach Post’s investigation, all of Savitt’s guardianship 

cases have been moved to the north county courthouse and Judge Colin was transferred out of 

the probate division. 

COUNT I – REMOVAL OF SAVITT AS GUARDIAN 
 

23. Petitioners adopt by reference, as if set out fully and completely in this Count, the 

following statements of this Third-Party Complaint: Paragraphs 1 through 23. 

24. Savitt should never have been appointed temporary emergency guardian and then 

limited guardian of Mrs. Berkowitz.  Her appointment was obtained improperly and/or through 

fraud.   

WHEREFORE, Petitioners hereby request that the Court remove and replace Savitt as the 

guardian of Mrs. Berkowitz, and order an accounting and transfer of property as required by 

Florida Probate Rule 5.660. 

  
 Respectfully Submitted,  
 

By:   /s/ Donna Greenspan Solomon 
DONNA GREENSPAN SOLOMON 
Florida Bar No.: 59110 
Donna@SolomonAppeals.com 
SOLOMON APPEALS, MEDIATION & 
ARBITRATION 
901 South Federal Hwy, Ste. 300 
Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33316 
Telephone: 561-762-9932 

 
Webb Millsaps, Esq. 
Florida Bar No: 0032414 
webb@webmillsapslaw.com 
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WEBB MILLSAPS LAW FIRM, PA 
160 West Camino Real, #190 
Boca Raton, FL  33432 
Telephone: (561) 900-7238 
Fax: (866) 741-0009 
 

 

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 
 

I hereby certify that a true and correct copy of the foregoing was served via filing through 

the Florida e-filing portal on Ellen S. Morris, Esq., Attorney for the Guardian, Elizabeth Savitt, 

Elder Law Associates, P.A.. 7284 W. Palmetto Park Road, Ste. 101, Boca Raton, FL  33433, on 

this 28th day of June, 2016. 

 By:   /s/ Donna Greenspan Solomon 
DONNA GREENSPAN SOLOMON 
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ENTRUST 

FRAiLSEN'IORS;sASsETS 
BENEFIT JUDGE, WIFE 

Guardian's cases often decided by judge's friend 

JUDGE MARTIN COLIN hears guardianship cases. but not those of his wife. However, he 
hears other cases Involving her lawye rs. A former Florida high court Justice says It looks 
Improper and could violate the Judlclal Code of Conduct . PALM BEACH PO<rrPHOTOS 

LUNCHES 
W ITH HUSBAND: 
Judge David 
French hears 
the majority of 
Savltt's cases . He 
lunches with her 
husband 

Former chief justice calls for investigation 

Judge has 115 recusals in 6 months in cases with wife's lawyers 

By John Pacentl Palm Beac h Post Staff Writer 

The savings of incapacita ted seniors flow into 
the household of Palm Beac h County CircuitJudge 
Martin Colin . 

This occurs courte sy of Colin's wife - Elizabeth 
"Betsy " Savitt. She serves as a pr ofessional guardia n, 
appointed by judges to make deci sions for adults who 
no longer can take care of themselves . 

Savitt makes her mone y off 
the nest eggs of the elderly, 
many suffering fro~ dem_en-. 
tia and put in guard1ansh1ps in 

the same Probate & Guardian 
ship Division where her hus
band Judge Colin wields con
siderable influence. His fellow 
judges approve Savitt's fees. 

Savitt has taken money 
from the elderly people whose 
lives she controls without 
first getting a judge's approv
al as well as double -billed 
their accounts, a Palm Beach 
Post investigation has unc~v
ered in court records. Fami
lies of some of the seniors say 
the judge's wife and her atto~· 
neys drum up unnecessary ht-

Guardianships 
A Broken 

;- TrusJ 

igation that runs up fees, ben · 
efiting her , the judge and her 
lawyers. 

Savitt doesn't appear before 
her husband, but Judge Colin 
does oversee other guardian 
ship cases where he is respon
sible for safeguarding the 
finances and well being of 

Guardianships continued on A 12 

WHAT IS 
GUARDIANSHIP? 
When a senior can no 
longer ta ke care of him or 
herself. and often whe n 
families are fight ing, 
t he cou rt can appo int 
a guardi an to take over 
decis ion-making In areas 
such as finances and 
health care . 

INSIDE 
Judge Martin Colin's 
history of conflict 
Involving his wife , plus 
how we gotthe story. 
pageA14 

A closer look at Elizabeth 
Savltt"s guardianships. 

Read the whole 
Investigation online 
today at 
mypalmbeaehpost.£4ffi/ 
guanllanShlps-colln-savttt 

Judge's finances 
show history of 
unpaid debt, IRS 
liens, foreclosures 
By John Pacentl 
Palm Beach Post Staff Writer 

Foreclosures, liens and unpaid 
debts. 

These dominate the financial 
record of Palm Beach Count y Cir
cuit Judge Martin Colin and his 
wife, Elizabeth Savin, a profes 
sional guardian . The couple have 
enormous power over the life sav
ings of seniors no longer corn· 
petent to care for themselves 
because of dementia or medical 
illness. 

The pair 's financial difficulties 
peaked in the Great Recession. 
Then in 2011, Savitt became a paid 
professional guardian and much 
of their financial distress dissipat
ed, including when Savin paid off 
a $308,000 foreclosure on a Del
ray Beach house that was set to be 

Finances continued on A 13 
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PARTl: POSTINVESTIGATION GUARDIANSHIPS A BROKEN TRUST 

Some attorneys say they fear reprisals 
Guardianships 
;::ont ' ,rnAl 

115 recusals 
in six months 

ilis. wifo'sj1lb as a professional guard 
c1.n leave,Judge Cohn compromised, 

~andculhnp; him lrom fully doing his 
JOb, The Post found. He's recused him· 
elf from 115 cases that involve hi$ wife's 

law)ers :.inceJuly t alterThe Post start· 
ed asking questions in its Investigation. 

· When you have a Judge suddenly 
recuse himself of so many cases, It cer
tainly ~nds_ up ;l rtd flag," Jarvis said. 
"How did aJudgea \lowhimselfto be put 
in such a position? I have never heard of 
a Judge doing such a thing." 

ButJudge Colin doesn't see a prob· 
lem. Even before hi'- recent mass recus
,1b, he remarked In a court hearing that 
in the p,,st he had required his wife's 
attorne)'S to tell opposing lawyers 1hat 
1hey repre::.entl>d Savitt. 

But at least one anorney told The Post 
that's not a.Jways how it worked. Gary 
Susser gave an example in which Col 
in's disclosure policy fell short. saying 
he was .. floored and shocked" when he 
found out abotn the conllict. 

Attorney Sheri llazehine didn't tell 
Susser that she \'-Orks for Savm until 
April. almost a year into a proba 1e case. 
~usser said. 

"She never disclosed her relationship 
until she was told by Judge Colin to do 
so," he said. "'ll's a huge concern for me 
when opposing counsel represents the 
judge's wife." 

A transcript of the hearing shows Col-
in asking llazeltine 10 disclose; she did 
so and then Susser objected to Colin 
continuing to preside over the case. 

"It was news 1ome what I just found 
out: Susser tells Colin. 

Colin responds, "OK. That's why we 
make wha1 we call a disclosure." 

"Yeah,·· Susser responds. 
Colin then defends the policy that 

he would change later in 1he summer : 
·c,in·t disdose until it's, you know. ripe 
ro disclose," he tells Susser. 

Colin had the case reassigned to 
another judge. 

The judge spoke to The Post for 
hours but was limited in what he could 
sav because of his position. He would 
oOly say on the record that he has dealt 
with the conflict wich his wife properly 
1hrough established methods. 

How do you convince 
a god he is wrong? 

The nation as a whole is beset by 
unscrupulous guardians, some of whom 
have been cha rged with crimes. Flor· 
ida passed its first effon a1 reform last 
legislative session, includin~ applying 
criminaJ penal lies to guardians found. 
guilty of abuse. Advocates say legislatwe 
reform , though, means nothing if ju~ges 
are complicil in draining the life saV\ngs 
of seniors in guardianships. 

Judges like Colin are the main line of 
defense against guardianship abu~e. 

JUDGE COLIN'S WEB OF CONFLICT 

~ 
,, 

111, Judldal Qu.allflco11lon., Commt,..,lon 

1h;j'J<~'i~i:ft~i~h1~:~~;~~1,:i~th 
would wan I to look Into. It ~1\·es, If noth 
lngl'l t', ,in :ipp(Jr.1ncl' of Impropriety, 
hl'J.aid The JQC hJA tht' power to reeommcnd 
to the Florida hlg.h coun punishment 
for Judges trom a prlv,11e reprimand to 
unction, to rernov1I from theo bt'nch. 

Kogan and Raoul Cantero. :mother 
former high court Jui:,1ict, wondt'r why 
Palm Beach county'• ch1d Judfte didn't 
r,mov, Colin from 1he probatt" division. 

" So A4 • . . -, 
"If I wNc the chlefjud!JC, I wouldn·1 

pul up with 1hl!11ype ofthlngbeca~ h 
looks terrible. not only to meml>t!n of 
the public but also to mt"mbeuof1he 
legal profession. M Kogan said. EllzatMth savttt! A profeulonaJ 

lu&rdLan at MtulU who no lonpr un 
W• c.areofthem"SeNU. JNrtlc:I.Nrly 
sef'IOfS-She relies on herhusband'i 
c:olteque5 tOaDl)l'OVllher fees. Her 
u,ses 5haw fam111ascomplalnlnl of 
taking fee1 withoul.tppttNAI. double
bltnns and crHUns bolUllltlption to 
aeneratefffl 

Cantero agrttd MOnl' way 10 han• 
die that as an adminlstf3tive mauer 11 
~~=~~~ri~bu1dS~~~ ~::::~on when~ 

tn Palm ~ach Counly, two chld)udg 
t'i have been in a po1;\tlon to move COiin 
since hls wife became a profossiona.1 
guardian In 2011, But each presided :u 
one_ time over her dl1;orce c~, when 
Colin was her anorney and her \O\lcr 

~Wasted our fam\ly money 
,or her personal ga\n' 

Faml\les ~y they watched 1;lacli. 
)awed as Savin, 60, and her lawyers 
slphonedolftht' wealth of1helr loved 
ones. They feel tht)' are rendered ow

for 

David F,•nch: A Judge In the Probat• & 
Guardianship Olv1stonwhohearsmost 
of Sav1n·s cases e-.ien thOugh he has 
planned a v,1cat1on In the past With her 
and~ husband. 

Ellen Mortls: A soc. Raton.attorney 
whoa150repr•'9ntsS,w ttt .partlc.u Wly 
where faml\ymembers oppose the 
gu.ird\.a..n~Oaction$. 

her attorneys to pursue what Cfltlcs of 
guardlamhlps call ·s1:iged l\tigat\onM 
pursuit of unnecessary legal issues to 
run up fees. 

"lt' s hls wife, Betsy Savitt, and her 
auomeys who wasted our family money 
a'.'d time for their per"SOnal p;ain through 

John Pankauskl:A west Palm Beach 
attomeywho speclal\:zes ln trusts. 
SaV1tth!reshlmlnc:omp1exuses. 

Sh•rlHu.ettlneo: A.prollflc:Oelra.y 
Beachattomey\ntheeklerlawfleld 
who often ~presentsSa'l'ltt. 

b11\lng hours due to sibling infighting, M 

said Thomas Mayes. who fought otfSav· 
ltt'st. ffon to claim $55,000 from the 
estateofh\s mother. Helen O'Gradv. ~1 
feel she helps hersl'lf and her auol'lleys 
and not the client nor the ward of the 
coun." 

The seniors mlg)u be incapacital 
ed, but some are dubious of the judge's 
wife. Alben Vassallo Sr .• a reured Brook· 
Jvn plumber who Is one of Savin', 
wards, spoke to The Post at a Deerlield 
Beach senior center. 

"The only on, takfng mon,y from me 
i! tha1 woman. But_J'm gofngroget on 
that, " he sa.id. ·1 WlSh l could stop her. " 

:~~;;,r::o~p~\s 
_The conftlct created {or Co\ln by h\s 

wife working as a profess\ona\ ~ard· 

CllffordHark: ABocaRatonlawyerwhodoesn·tdJrectty~presentSavltt,but 
whOrec:ommendsher asa. professional guardian. 

1an ls a frequent topic of con~ersation 
among probate and elder law auomt)'S, 
But ~ny told The Post that they fear 
repnsals on themse\,;es or their clients 
if 1hey spe:ak on the record about Col· 
in, particularly on matters invoMng his 
wife. 

senior's money. 
·The problems all arise from thejudg 

es and the lawyers and the greed-driven 
abusive guardians the)' enable,"said Dr. 
Sam Sugar, co-founder of American:; 
Against Abusive Probate Guardianship, 
which spearheaded the Florida legisla
uon. 

""Judges are extremely insulated. They 
are legal gods who live in a cour1 bubble 
in which they only believe what their 
friendly guardians tell them. I mean 
how do you convince a god that he or 
she is wrong? It's a near ince~tuous fn· 
tern ity.R 

The final arbuer for judges' behavior 
is the Florida Supreme Court. A former 
chief justice says Colin's conflict needs 
to be investigated. 

"If you are sitting on the bench, you 
should not be doing things that would 
put a question in the minds oft he pub· 
lie," said Gerald Kogan, who served on 
the high court from 1987 to 1998. 

Judge's history of debt: 
foreclosure s, IRS liens 

Colin and Savitt are p05ittoned as the 
power couple of the lucrative probate 
arena. Colin's financial history, howev
er, ls littered with debt, including suits 
for foreclosure on three properties and 
$65,000 once owed to the lRS for back 
taxes. 

Savin also had a recent foreclosure on 
a property. ihe couple's financial prob· 
lems appear to have eased since she 
became a professional guardian. 

Financial records show Savitt's 
finances are mainly separate from the 
judge's, bul it appears the couple has 
co-mingled finances at least somewhat, 

'A Judge shall not allow 
family , social. political 
or other relationships 
to Influence the judge's 
Judicial conduct or 
judgment . A judge shall 
not lend the prestige 
of Judicial office to 
advance the private 
interests of the Judge 

or others: 

"I blame the courts because they have 
allowed this culture," said one attorney, 
spealdng on the condiuon of anonymhy 
"Savin acts with impunity because she 
has the wind behind her." 

Probate attorney Edward Shipe said 
Colin's conffict oflnterest at the very 
least "doesn't look right, doesn't tee\ 
right" 

"l can·t si1 here and den) that," Sh\pe 
said. ''So we got this wife and she want
ed to do guardianship cases so she start· 
ed a guardianship busine-.\. 1t was talk· 
ed about before It happened.twas 
scratching my head a little bit, thinking, 
·You are going to have problem!! doing 
this.'" 

Nova Southeastem's Jarvis ques· 
FlorldaJucUclalCodeofConduct 
canon2(b) 

West Palm Beach accountant Richard 
Ram pell said. He pointed to a co·signed 
SJ0,000 loan from Helen Rich. a Wrlg· 
ley chewing gum heiress who was a for· 
mer dicnt of Colin's when he practiced 
as a divorce lawyer. 

And even Wlth couples who keep 
1heir finances separate, there is bound 
to be overlap, Ram pell said. 

"It's very common, especially If one 
makes more money than other. And 
even If they say they don't, they often 
do," Rampell. 

Sugar puts it simply: "Any money she 
collects would essentially be money he 
collects." 

Professional guardians 
can be a big help 

A majority of professional guardians 
aren't looking to line their pockets. 

They can be a godsend, taking over 
decision-making for families fighting 
over a faUing relative. But the salvation 
can be costly. Many of these se11:iors 
have substantial savings, and without 
proper oversight, a guardianship can 
become a fee frenzy. 

Many lawyers rely on the judge 
to approve their fees, paid from the 
senior's bank account. 

t\oned whether attorneys who repre
sent savitt hope to get an edge in front 
ofCo\in. 

""Are they doing this 1'.!\ther to cur 
ry favor W'\th Judge Colin or to avoid his 
wrath?" Jarvis said. 

Savin often hires attorneys H.aze1· 
tine, Ellen Morris and John Pan\:.auski, 
prolific practitioners In elder law. They 
or members of their firms pracnced In 
front orColin before he began recuslng 
himself from their cases last year. From 
2009 to 2014, Colin's recusals totaled 
JO. Since lhe beginning of]uly, he 's tak· 
en himself olf t33 cases 115 involving 
his wife's lawyers. 

Hazeltine, Morris and Pankauskl or 
their firms- as well as the guardians 
they represent - have had fees ln non · 
Savin cases repeatedly approved by 
Judge Colin. The Post round. 

Clifford Hark. of Boca Raton refors 
cases to Savitt. He has also earned fees 
approved by the judge \n other cases. 
For example, Colin signed off on 
$51,000 from the estate ofretiredJudge 
Stanley Hornstine in September 20\3. 

One of O'Grady's daughters, Kathleen 
Osterbuhr of Oerby, Kan., wrote the 
court to say Hark promised the family to 
fight Savin's petitions for lucrative fees 
in court, but never followed through. 

Mayes said in another letter that 
"Hark has made mistakes and pro
longed this case for h.is benefit" and that 
Savitt's "conflict of Interest has caused 
more problems than it has solved." 

-, Colin, 66. lsone ofa handful ofJudg· 
es in Palm Beach County Ctrcutt Court 
who oversee guardians for incapacitat· 
ed adults. When a senior is found to be 
incapacitated, he can Jose all legal rights 
to make decisions for himself. So these 
judges approve expenditures Including 
fees for the guardian an~ the guardian's 
attorney again all commgout of the 

WHAT THE POST FOUND 
Fam111esof1ncapacltatedsenl0rs 
protest the practices-such as 
the taking of feeswtth<>Ut prior 
court approval- of Elizabeth 
sav1tt. the gua.rdtan charged 
wrththelrcare. The Posttound 
In a yearlong 1nvest1gatlon 
Savltt Is married to a Judge.and 
the position t!"llsa.rrans.ement 
puts the Judge In makes tor an 
appearanc:eof1mproprlety.a 
former Flork:la chief J1.1stlc.e says. 

Florida judicial canons are e)(pllcit in 
barring judges from appearing to use 
the bench for their 0\>/0 or their family's 

benefit. 
former Chief Justice Kogan suggests 

Colin's and Savitt's conflict could vlolate 
,he Florida Judicial Code of Conduct 
and should trigger an investigation by 

Hark told ihe !>ost he has been prac· 
t\cing for 28 years In South Florida and 
does not .. rely on Judge Cohn for my 
livelihood." 

"1 represent and zealously advocate 
for my client's interest regardless of M'S. 

i 
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PARTl: POST INVESTIGATION ARD PS A BROKEN TRUST 
Sav1trs lnvol\emtnt ln the case," 
he \\Tote to The Post In an email. 

He J>Ointeu out tha1 in some 
guardianship cases Sav1u has 
opp o ,;.ed his foes and that Colin 
ha s also J.wanJe<.t hlrn les...,; than the 
entire amount of fot.'S sought by his firm . 

ll a rl,. did !-ay that he wa !i 
unaw.ire or complaints about 
her by att o rn e)'s or fam ll}· mem 
ber s In the O'Grad y c,1se, which 
he referred 10 Savin, and lhe 
guardi anship o r Lorraine llllton, 
In whi ch the famllv accuses th1? 
j udge 's wife ortin;inc:lal mtsman 
age men, . But !lark rcltera 1ec1 thJt 
he reco mmends oth er guardian s 
be s ide ssa vitt and that the deei 
sion, in the end. re.su with the 
families. 

Most ofSavi11 's att o rn eys also 
spolo.e to The Pos t but were llmJr 
rd in wh at the y could say on the 
record . 

O'Grady's so n , M,1yes, ~ Id Sav, 
In cap ilalf2cd on fam ily 1u rm o11, 
sendi ng their connlcts to coun to 
be resolved, where the litigation 
generated m ore fees. 

"That was a fix," Mayes said In 
an interview . ··1 was still doing all 
the wo rl,;, but she and her auor -

kept Stir, 
llv." 
tllat Savitt was marrle o a judge when 

Judge Rosemarie Scher , then pre 
siding over their case, said she'd 
been out to dinner with 1he couple 
and des cribed the judge's Wife 3!1 

"pJn of the Judicial community. " 
.. Savilt ne\ler !Old us before

hand , which I thought she should 
have, " said Mayes. ~The lawyers 
ne ve r told us. I figured he was In 
another d1Yision, but he was in 
pr ob;'lte ." 

~t!~fJ~~ft;! gr:~~~=d 
Colin ha s been allowed to 

remain in pr obJte under Peter 
BlanC' and thenJellrey Colbath, 
c hlefjudg t,>ssinc(" Savi11 became 
a regis tere d gu ardian four years 
ago . While other judges rota1e , 
r.o lin ha sn ' t b een move-cl out of 
th e so uth count\ · courthouse since 
at lc,l!)t 20 0 8 .. 

Blanc anJ Coibath, che current 
chif' f Jud ge , presided separately 
ove r Savic1·s di\ ·oree and made rul· 
lng!!o favorable 10 hl•r, 

Jllanc said he worked In Colin's 
/aw firm year,; ago for ,1bou1 nine 
months J S an "inde()l•ndent con 
tt a('tor ·· li e 1nlcl Tht' f>n,., th ~t 
,vhen S,l\tlll hl'l,.Hnt' .1 guardian 
then: WJ!. o;.ome dh,cu~slon ~boui 
3 poiemiJI rnnllict, but he Mt 'iat 
,..,lied not movm~ hnn om or pro· 
h,ne becau,,.: Colin vO\\Cd not to 
p~cside O\:er ,mv n l her cas.('s._ T~l' 
Po!>t lus not foum.l a"' ofSa\11tt s 

ra:J~1~~ J7i~~ilc~~.:~h declined to 
an,\\N qll<'!'ilions for tlrn: ._,or,, 
but he h.i" lhc pov.·cr to mi;_>ve 
Cnlln tu mntht•r division II he Ml!!o· 

Pl'~:~~~~~
0J;:~~~· cuurr l"hM 

Ju,un• Jnr~c 1 .. 1b.ugJ m 2013 
1..,..,ucll ~111 :1dmimstrat1,c order ~o 
cmph:isize tha1 the ch1d Judge ... 
ol cin:un t·ouns. h.1.,.c ihe_dut) to. 
t,iJ...c l0ff(.:'Cll\'C ilCIIOll a, maybe 
approprl,llt.>" ii thi:~. lt•cl a JUdge 
;.., Jclln,S mappropn,1tcly. l.abar
!{a dcd1rn.•d to comment for this 
s1orv 

JJ~~:~d~~~it~~~th~ 
P Judge.• Colin and h1, wife. have 
socialized wnh one or iheJud~~s 
she appears in lront or re~ular y, 

Th~!?~~~~')f :c~ i~t~dge David 
French eat lunch together ner· 
Iv ever, dJy Co)in ~ml Ft(' nc 

Co-hosied it cri;'1{~~:;;:h ~~~-n-
lor the South I~ The e\ie nt was 
ty Bar A.~oc~~o~>~n kauski's firm. 
~~~~~n~fJ~ot ~eturn repeate d 

•m IS for commen~. 
all: re~d.1's fir.-1 l"X·Wlt~\.Car~!n, 
Smith said l~e~ ho~: .. ~:ufehold 
gre\\.UP In ~rt~~s his father·s ru n 
and knev. l .. o. I d that lhev orten 
n lng .. mat<: '.m h . 
went on mps toget er. ·re Chr is· 

French 's secon ~ ~;~~ 'nd·J~dge 
tine Connell y, ~al d with Colin 
French ~·ere rn en. 5 o u les had 
and Savm . The l\\ OC ti!i about 
J?lanned a crui~:;~ 1c~ll lhrough 

~v:e~e~~~i:d;dn't have his pass · 

po~~·e hung out. played tennis, .. 

,he said. tly doesn't 
French Jppare;. ·nformation 

alwa~ d1sciose t is I avm m his 
to lawyers OPJ>?~lng Such as fees 
counroo~ ~:m issues s dlan 

or ~h~~c:tri!~sg~e:tr<;~:d he 

would have liked lo have kn~~ he 
that 1hejt 1dJ:~S sociallze1;rench 
op posed Savm in front o 

JUDGE COLIN'S 
RECUSALS 
Judp Mamncoun·s recusa ls 
fromca1es1nvo1v1nah1swlfe·s 
lawyers In the tan Sblmonths 
of 201 SMeft,.,eumes the tot111 
for tho Previous flveYlloars. Hore 
are the number lnvotvlnah1s 
wtfe·s attorneys 

~1 (clnceJuty1.o.e 31) 
nso,qa 

201 (Jan 1-Juty 1) 
10,n 

1 - oe,10 
20ll- 10f• 

2:012- 00,a 

201,. 00,1 

ZOJ · IOfl 

'The only one taking 
money from me Is th at 
woman. But I'm going to 
get on that. I wish I could 
stop her.' 

Former Brooklyn plumber, 
Albert Vassallo Sr., one of 
Ellubeth Savttt•a wards 

family dls.putes In guardian 
ship case .\ outside coun, would 
become permanent. The pro· 
gram is meam to decrease cos1,; 
for families by bypassing attor 
neys and sending thcrn to med! 
at ion. 

Colin was exci1ed. 
"This pilot program Is 

designed 10 put In place a con
flict dispute mechanism that will 
allow guardians and family mem. 
bers to deal with nonlegal mat 
ters in a conference room setting 
and not In acounroom .,_ with 
le~s cost and ccnsion, H he said. 

Palm Beach County Joined se" 
en other circuits In Floridans 
well as Indiana, Mlnne!'lota, Ida
ho and Ohio In testing the pro gram 

Are recusa ls enough 
to end co nflict ? 

In the courtroom, Colin is try. 
Ing 10 shed an,-_ confllc1, bu t 
a divorce case 11\ustr:ues how 
treacherous it ca n become. 

Amber Larki n accused her 
e"<·h11,qhnnd , ndr ew, ofhlrln i 
tnL\ t JttorneJ PanJ....iw,ki bec.1ui,c 
Andr e w J...ne\\ Cohn would have 
to recuse hlm~e lf. Co lin had in dl 
cated he wo uld ru l~ in her la1Jor 

~~ e~ 1
!f:r~~:hrearh~~b~~1:1 ~~1o jail, 

accord in~ to court transcripts 
In aclduion to the recu<:al ,lllc 

g,1lion. Pank.1u!>ki w.1s forced ~o 
defend himsc lr on accu,.11ions 
that hew.is part ot a str,ueg} to 
gc1 CoHn ret:UM~d. 

The juJ~e at a Sep.t. 29 hea~
ln~ in the case explained" h} 
alter ll)Ur Y\!Jrs hl• no,.., r~cus.e, 
himscll from c.1ses imul\ln~ his 
wife's lawyers. . 

Colm said that requiring Jttor 
nevs to dhclo~e that they work 
for Savin u,ed to bl• "a JOO per
ceni .icc:ep1able procedure and. 
that there had ne\crbeen acorn 

p\~::·co lin said.automatic iecus· 
a ls. assure !here is a_cour; re~; ,r,~.· 

~~ ~~C,:isii~~1a~,;~::~0tn~\\~oft he 

po~~~~ il~~~~~~~~~ed Jong·stand· 
. rO\ted mell1ods I~ pr oper· ;n~~~r with s uch po te nu a l con
fuc ts .. h e to ld The Po~t 

co im ·s p revio us :~~6s ~ ~rn
ha \ie b~~~ ~i ~vr~c:.;,e Court 's Ju di 
i<;'n by . Adviso ry Committe e 
~~fd~~~~:s ar e th e on e,;, wh o a re 

s ut~f s~dnt! ~~~iw:.:·i ime Col· 

in hass bee n ca lled,~ ~ 1 ;~~~n;1:1r· 
Jlicts oflnb~:~ \;;u l hlim favon ~g 
face d m 2 h represented Sa\int 

t~t~~~~lZ:c~ a rte r he ~~~:;uena 
j ud ge. Co linh 

5JQl~a~c hoose to 
ished. But 

I e d e in pri vate. 
repriman d a Ju g ve d from the 

Colin ~~s re~ ~iefly and put 
famil y d1v1slo~llhin two year s, 

~~~o~r~~?,::~orking as a prof es • 

sional guar~iaPi~andal d1fficul-
Oesplte lus i ees divorce and 

ties, Colin over~ which he makes 
probate ca.ses n money. . . 
crucial ruhngsl o the probate_~1v1-

"B}' staying. n lfln a posmon 
slon, he put hm~~ework his wifo 
10 in fluence~ who teaches a 
gets," saidJa ~~nn1 responsl· 
class on prof eh ving this many 
b ility. "In fact, t~at somet~ln, Is 
recusals ~ho~Jmc ratio nahzauo n 

a~~!i1'~~~: have ~~r:!~d i~;rc 
ti ng himse lf i n a ~s·c h lmse lr so 
he has had to rec 
often." 

pacl!t'lti@obPQSt orn 

e1an1eMenaancfHoUy 
M1<eStueka.M Se,KhPoststaff 
Baltz of The Palm 

A closer look at Elizabeth Savttt ·s guardian ship s 
Jud~, · wJre Eh,J b,•1hS.wJt1 I, «lone among guardians in the coun1y In t,1kJngfm 

from ••mors· account, proor 10 •Judge·, approval, •ccordJng to the chief ,1ud11or JI 1h, 
clerk's office. l·am,hes complain that she 100k ten, of1housands from 1.urraine Hilton 
Oeft, with her grandson Ma,), Alber, Vas,aJlo Sr kenterl and Rober, Wein <n,ho . 

6 days before auction, 
Savitt pays off foreclosure 
Finances 

auctioned off In \farch . 
So where has all th<' mone y gl)ne? 
Colin eam~ a $146,000 annual s.ilary a,; 

a circuit Judge . Savitt was previou sly a tr:n
n1s pro , Jnd a ~007 ,1fhdavlt from a pos1-d1-
vorcc proceed1ng show, as~1 .s.as high a.s $l.27million. 

Despite this , toHn ·s financi ;d records 
~how he hth repeatedly borrowed mon · 
ey from clients from hb; day,. as .a dh·orce attorney 

One of these cllems was llelcn Rich. 
ggum 
rowed 

homeowners avofd losing their homes. 
Cohn had aboui $67.000 In liem from 

the lmerna/ Re11enue Service for back 1ax 
e1 from 2001 and 2005 . lie satisfied 1he rRS 
Ilene;, In 2012 and 2014 

The Judge also has borrowed a1 least 
S200,000 in the l)a .!.t decade from former 
diem $, coun record s show. 

In 2010, the ye-d before Savitt became.ii 
registered proressional guard ian, 1he cou 
pie were de!Jnquenr on about $9,000 In 
propeny tc1.Xes, coumy tax records show. 

Besides the Rich loan. Colin hasn't paid 
off loans from Atlantis oncologist Dr. Suren 
dra Sirpal, who wa, once a client. Colin 
borrowed $35,000 from the doctor in 2007 
and still owes h,m S60,000, h.is latest finan 
clal disclosure shows. S1rpal said Colin was 
his neigh.bor and he loaned him some mon· 
ey ror 1h.e judge's real estate lnvesune.nts. 

Colin .. elected to the bench 1n 2004 and 
re-ele<:ted ln 1010 - ha, ~n delinqueru on 
dues to homeowner assoc.latlon,. and fine1; 
from code enrorcemem. Toe ~rds have 
slap~ liens on his pr~f\\es. , 

Since 2006 i.n his fmancla\ ~\sclosurn, 
Colin enima1ed 1he value of his Adamis 
home betwee;n $G50,000 and $700,000. 
Th e real ts iatf' wtbs he 'llllow estlm ::n-
ed rhe \'aJueJ t a high ot $-172,000 m 2014 
and a low o/ $317,000J n 20 JJ. Thecounry 
asse,se d the market ~alue of rhe property 
11 

?i~~~~l~~!'!e signed underoa rh 
·IJ iJt the informarion dhclosed on th~s 
form 1~ rrue, accurate, and comp/ere 

Savin had Ajud,onem offoredosu~o n 
her h.ome in Delra} Bea,:h ,n 20 10 , bu.r the 
t,ank bacled off'. Another judgment was 
hied m :-.ovember 20 14 th.ai \enta house to 

lh~~1~~11~~;~~~ the Department of 
llder Alfa1N-when ,;be wa..,; regls1erlng 10 
be a guardian !hat t~ foredosure matter 
mvol\ed a dl~pute with ,h.e lender ov~r a 
home eQUII} loan and was not due 10 an 
0

"'~~1~~~~ ~:~! sh.ov. chat she raded 
up late charges and mtere~t and made onl} 
a h. tndful of paymencs for sn: years ~~~ 
da1m th u Citibank v1ola1ed ihe Trut 

Le~~~:.::tt 1~!t~~: ·of that lime, she rent-

ed the house~o 
1e:::r~:~ 1h.e h.ouse wa5, 10 

be':u~~~~~d.~h~e produce~ sa:..,~ 10 
satisf} the judgment, reco s s 

JUDGE 
MARTIN 
COLIN 

Ase:66 
Born:Newouk. NJ 

Education: Bachel0f'$, 
AmerlCan UnlVersltY. 
1971 ,J O ,Rutge,s 
un1Ye,s1ty. 1974 

Mowd to Florida: 
1974 .)0lnlngPa!m 
BeachCountyP\Jbllc 
Defender'sOfflQ! 
Re'rtof'-1Alcarur. 
Pnvauipractlceasa 
fam1lylawattomey 
until2004,whenhe 
was etected cu·curt 
JUdge 

c hildren: 

~:;';:cari~M~el 
Inspiration 
to pract lc.e 1aw: 
Perry Mason 

f onflict involvm · · history o c A14 Judge Marcin Cohn s e got the story, page 
p lus howw 

g his wife, 

r 
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Judge picks fight with 
ex-m?b~ter; history of 
confhct mvolving Savitt 
By John Pace n tl 

Be.lch Post Staff Writer 

cuiit~::~~~~~~~\fn~t 
~r c~~Uf~~;f0~~~::~~ns 

~~1!h~:~{~~ his decade 

Uid"a~fo~:~';~:~~::~IJI· 
received complaint s 
about Olin In 2008 

~::~~~~~~~;~~arr:~ng 
~~~~werhou~e law firm 
1 e1s.i Handler Ange 

r::n;~~~h:!'b;:~~ r~· 
::~~ ~~~~~n were ~; 1:.l 
In ~udge .: first l'let:l<'d 

around 2~0; r::;~~~~'!c<l 
~m1ly d_tvMon 10 the pro -

111 ~~~1;~!oani,;~::r!~;j 

~~:~~::! !:~~~:~:f.~!:~·-
~ er eniry m10 Che lucra 
tive world of professional 
guardia ns created a whole 
n~\~S~ec OI pote ntial con· 

In 2008, lhejudgc 
picked 3 fig h1. with former 
mobMcr ~w1s Kasman. 

CollnJaJlc d Kasman 
rhc adopted son of Mafia 
boss John Cotti Sr., for 

:..~~~:r;~~~f~~l(.~li·n 
urc 10 pay his ex-wife 
child suppon. It was later 
det<'~mined 1he judge act 

f:j~~,~~~~a!~~or0~~~der 
cla1m~d it was done a, J 

la\·or !(1r h1:,, wife'!". auor 
ney, C.irol K.ntag(•npr of 
Wci,;,s Handl er. 

Kasm,m .md 1wo oth· 
er men in c:he., in from 
of Colin filed complaint::. 
wilh the JQC that the 
Judge favored auorne\, 
who had rcpresemed ·sav· 
Ill, mduding ,hose al 
Weiss Handler. 

ThcJQC in March 2011 
infonned l\asma11 that u 
had con::.idered hh com
pklints "and has taken 
approprlatt.• action on the 
s.une." 

In ,l p.iu.•rnnv case in 
2007 involvin,:? one of Sav 
iu ·s di\or~(· auornevs 
lhe -Ith DislrlCI Coui-1 ;,f 
. \ppcill ordt.•n•d Colin 
orJ the case ,md told him 
that disclo sing his con 
tlict with 1lw auorncy.,; 
on rlic other side ··would 
have been prudent ... Sav
in was the Judge'!> girl
lnend ;,it the 1ime, hut the 
court found no difference 
between .1 wile.ind a girl-

Lewis K&$man (le.ft) the. 
self.de.satbed adopted 
son of mobster John GottJ 
(tlght),wuJalledb)'Judge 

::~~~~':1:::.~ 
~~:~"a~; 1:r;sa~1

~~~~ ~(
5 

bl.is or prejudice.~ 
In Ma)' 2008. CoUn pro 

f~:~~i1~0
1
;~~~l11~~:;:,c:lng 

J~t~d~:~J~~~J,ll~~d ~fr:~. 
!Opher Jette to disclose 
~h~confltcl. ag3ln puuing 

~c~~~~o~~:s~e ~=~ro:~-
lowcd Colin ond SaViu 

~i~~~~t1r~~~~~~~~1h!r 
divorce attorne y. In 2001 
Colin moved mtoSa viu·s' 
Delray Beach home while 

rne ~~sc:;~~~~;~mlng her 
The ex-h u:!>band, for

mer restaurateur Jay Gor 
don, filed a complaini 
ag.1imt Colin wilh lhe 
Flonda Bar, bui ihc mat -
1er was dropped in 2004 
~vhen Colin becaroe a 
Judge because 1he Bar 
doesn't handle com'. 
plaints aboUtJudges. 

Child cus1ody ls~ues 
were ~rgued in front ol 
Clrcuu Judge Jellre,· Col· 
ba1h .. \ta 200-1 hc,1rlng 
where Cohn served as rhc 
mam w1111elosand Sa\ 
m·s auorne} Root act 
cd as prosecutor, Colba1h 
sentenced Gordon 10 JO 
days mJ~ll for vlolaung a 
reMr;,11mng ord('r to ;1vold 
contact wi1h his ex-wife. 
The convicllon was over· 
turned on appeal. 

.. Th('re Is .1 gTeat dlf· 
lerence be1ween an 
'appointed' prosecu1or 
who develops facts 10 sup 

Chief 
Judge 
Jeffrey 
Colbath 

Ellzabeth 
Savitt'sex• 
husband. 
former 
restaurateur, 
Jay Gordon 

port a finding and one 
who misuses the appoint
ment for lnjusllce and 
~ppre!.~1on. The record 
1111.hlsca.se comalns focts 
whu::h 5Uppon rhe lauer 
conclusion." 1he 4!h DCA 
wrote In ns opinion 

Calbath would ev~n
tually state that Colin 
wught to use: the couri 
system to ·bully and 
Intimidate· Gordon 

1 
·1u. a result ohhl~ rela-

1 on"hlp wilh Ms. Si1V· 

:~~,~~~~b~1
e"c~fyh:~d 

~u~~! ~~:~~~~~~;13~ 
1::~~~~1h!: ~~~~!~1! 
Colb:.lh WTOle • 

cofb!~h~r~~!~~~it 
~~b~~h ~~~::1~~~ record. 

Colb111h h1 now chief 
Judge of Palm Reach 
County. 

Colin made headlin es 
again In 2005 when he 
was lnvel>llgaled on .1lle
ga1_lons ofb;ute.ry on a 
child, accused of holding 
his futur e stepso n under · 
water In a pool ;1fte.r the 
12-year·old sassed him 
Ahhough Delray Beach 
police hied a probable 
cause affidavit, neither 
Palm Reach nor Broward 
prosecutors filed charges 
The Judge remained on · 
~he bench during the 
1n\ies1iga1ion. 

In 2006, nttornev nill 
~bra~son ma~e pllb, 
he Cohn's driving record 
The Judge had ,1veraged a 
,pcedmJ:: l1l·ke1 even· 18 
!nomhs since 199·1. Col 
111 had foiled 10 turn in his 
not ,tuilty plea and paper 
\\Ork, which cau~cd his 
driver's license to be sus· 
pended for two wee~. 

Thrtt years latt'r 1he 
Palm Beach COuntf Prop· 
erty Appraiser's Office 
asked Colin and Sav· 
ill why !hey were both 
claiming a $50,000 home 
\lead exemption on their 
A1lan!ls and Delray Beach 
homes. The is,;;ue w,,.,, 
comphcated by J forcclo 
sure proceeding on Col
m'\ homc. 

Colin, a probate judge 
who pre!,uJe!. over finan 
cial matters, said lhe cou· 
pie were living at both 
homes at thi! time and 
said he didn't know claim
ing homestedd on both 
residences was prohlb 
lted. 

HOW WE GOT THE STORY: 
'Mini estate sale' on 
Craigslist started it off 
P ·t tatfReP<i t 

It started with a Craigslls1 ad, a 
·'mini e~tale sale'' at the address of 
Palm Beach County CircuitJudge Mar· 
1in Colin. 

Thi?' Palm Beach Post knew the 
judge·s wife was a guardian and 
1hat gu~1rdians some times liquidate 
:-.eniors' assets, including their belong 
in,:rs. So Post investigative reporter 
John Pacemi started looking into Eliz
abeth Saviu's cases and talked to fami· 
lies who accused her of double -billing 

and tal,;ing fees wirhou t 
prior court approva l. 

The s10ry 10uched 
on a subjec1 of nation· 
al interes 1. Famil ies 
mmonwide were tell
ing stories or guard
ians and their anor· 
ney5 sipho nin g off th e 

Pacentl sa\·ings or seniors. In 
April, Pacenti put a 
local face on the issue 

with stories on the ann ulm en l ora 
senior's marriage and 1he seiz ing of 
property. 

Paccn11. 49, a reporter for 30 years, 
du g int o C<l'~cs involving the jud ge's 
wife, s irtin g through thou sands o r 
court documents . While case dock · 
el<; are available online, specific court 
documents could be viewed only at 
the courthouse and others are sealed. 

Parenti and senior invesligati\'e 

team editor Holly Baltz tracked Sav· 
itt's ac1ions and her ties to attorneys 
who appeared before her husband. 

Data report er Mike Stucka sorted 
lhrough thousands of court records 
to zero in on Colin's recusals since he 
became a judge and found the Judge 
started recus ing himself en masse 
from cases invo lving Savin's attorneys 
once the Post s1ar ted asld ng ques · 
uons. 

Post researc her Melanie Mena 
tracked Colin's and Savitt's financ · 
es in th e public record, review ing sev
era l liens and foreclo sures, as well as 
debts owed to the judge's former lega l 
clients. 

Pacenci interviewed dozens of fam
ily members, sorting through their 
ve rsions or events doc umented In 
cou rt record s. He talked to guardian· 
shi p advocates and reformers, lega l 
expe rt s, 1wo former Florida Supreme 
Cour t ju sti ces. lawyers and 01her judg · 
es. In several intel'\'ie"'s spanning 
hours, he spoke with Judge Cohn him· 

self. 
He invited Savitt's a ttorn eys to 

respond to questions and spoke with 
many, but the y we re limited on what 
1hey could say on the record . 

I le e'<changed seve ra l emails wi_th 
Savio. As rar as 1he sale in the Craig· 
slbt ad and an accusation brought up 
later in court that it may have been a 
senior's items. she said, "There was 
no proof presented." 
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PART 2: POST INVESTIGATION GUARDIANSHIPS A BROKEN TRUST

Judge’s  wife  took  guardian  fees  before  court
approval
Families accuse her of doublebilling, running up fees by sending their disputes to court.
By John Pacenti Palm Beach Post Staff Writer

    Elizabeth “Betsy” Savitt, a tennis pro turned professional guardian for incapacitated senior citizens, profits from her marriage to a
sitting judge, a Palm Beach Post investigation has uncovered.

    As the wife of Palm Beach County Circuit Judge Martin Colin, Savitt wields power in her husband’s Probate & Guardianship Division,
where guardians are appointed to take over the lives of seniors no longer able to care for themselves. Fees for guardians and their
attorneys are paid from the assets of their elderly wards and approved by the court.

    In several cases, Savitt has taken tens of thousands of dollars from their accounts without prior court permission, The Post found in
court documents.

    The chief auditor for Palm Beach County’s clerk and comptroller says that in about 800 guardianship cases he’s reviewed, only one
guardian has taken money without first getting court approval: Judge Colin’s wife.      Some of the seniors’ family members express
frustration with what they say are unnecessary legal disputes pursued by Savitt that drive up fees for her and her lawyers, depleting
their loved one’s assets. In addition, they say Savitt funneled cash and assets to family members accused of financially, or in one case,
even physically abusing the senior she is sworn to protect, court documents show.

    In December 2014, Savitt held a “mini estate sale” advertised on Craigslist at Judge Colin’s address. “Cleaned out a home and selling
all I could find,” the ad said. A lawyer said in court that he was concerned the items belonged to one of the seniors.

    In another case, court records show Savitt, working for a family guardian, seized items inside a home and helped load them onto a
moving truck. A lot of the items, however, belonged to the homeowner and not the senior. Sheriff ’s deputies and a judge made Savitt
and her attorney return the items.

    Savitt doesn’t appear in front of her husband. She does appear in front of his colleagues.

    For families, taking on a judge’s wife is daunting and they complain that their protests go unheeded. Savitt responds that she has
never been sanctioned for any wrongdoing, and The Post did not find any such instances.

    Savitt claimed in an email exchange that her detractors are “disgruntled.”

    Besides how she takes retainers and fees, families take umbrage with other actions of Savitt.

    The judge’s wife doublebilled seniors’ accounts. In one case, she paid back the money after a family member spotted it, court records
show. Another instance, cited by the clerk, is part of an ongoing investigation.
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    Savitt even pursues seniors’ money after their deaths, taking $30,000 in one probate case without court approval and with no
apparent justification other than it was to be “held in trust.” The court required her to give most of it back.

    Families say they have depleted their own savings fighting her, to no avail.

    Savitt has been appointed in about 25 cases, nearly all guardianships, since she became a professional guardian in 2011. She worked
without fees for some indigents, but several of her cases involve multimilliondollar estates. Most of her cases were in front Circuit Judge
David French, a friend of her husband’s.

    “Colin and Savitt are a particularly good example and a very illuminating one of the conflicts of interest that exist within the
guardianship system and how these conflicts lead to a miscarriage of justice and unspeakable amounts of pain, loss and frustration on
behalf of families,” said Dr. Sam Sugar, cofounder of Americans Against Abusive Probate Guardianship, the force behind guardianship
reform last year in the Florida Legislature.

    Several families separately told The Post that Savitt openly cites her husband’s powerful position.

    When James Vassallo, whose father Albert Vassallo Sr. is incapacitated, asked Savitt to provide receipts for expenditures he
questioned, she told him to mind his own business.

    “She told me, ‘In the real world, it doesn’t work that way, but I can get away with it because I’m married to a judge.’ ”

    Savitt declined to address specific documents submitted to the court accusing her of wrongdoing in various cases.

    Instead, in an email, Savitt noted that judges always approved her fees, even if she took the money beforehand. She denied selling
wards’ possessions out of the judge’s home and said she did nothing wrong in withdrawing $30,000 from one senior’s accounts.

    She called such numerous concerns by families of the seniors in her guardianships “frivolous” and “baseless.”

    “To the best of my knowledge, I have not been found by a court after a hearing to violate in any material way an order of the court or
a rule that I was to follow,” Savitt wrote.

    Savitt also accused The Post of searching for “something negative to write” and that the newspaper was not interested in reporting
about her “good work.”

    “It is obvious to all who are aware of what you desire to do that you do not intend to be fair, accurate and balanced,” Savitt wrote.

    Savitt’s husband presided over cases involving her attorneys for years before The Post began questioning the practice. After that,
between July 1 and the end of 2015, he recused himself from 115 cases involving his wife’s lawyers.

    Colin, as well as most of Savitt’s attorneys, also spoke to The Post but were limited in what they could say publicly.

    The families involved in guardianship cases are often broken. Brothers hate sisters. Fathers characterize their own daughters as evil for
opposing them in court. It’s not unusual for many family members to hire lawyers themselves, accusing one another of scheming to get
the riches of the incapacitated senior.

    Families who spoke to The Post say Savitt exploits those rifts to pursue litigation that drives up her fees. Savitt’s attorneys, though,
say it’s the family rancor that necessitates costly actions in guardianships, such as removing a sibling from a trust of a senior.

    “I don’t know if they seek out cases where there is family dysfunction, but they certainly take advantage of it,” said Bruce Rosenwater,

dmgsolomon
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a West Palm Beach attorney who sought to remove Savitt from a guardianship.

    Some family members applaud Savitt. The husband of one of her wards, Dolores Thur, said she’s been a good caretaker, and his wife’s
assets have been documented painstakingly. Lester Thur, 84, says he doesn’t think any criticism of Savitt is justified even though his
wife’s case is under investigation by the clerk, which has questioned several items in the annual inventory, including doublebilling.

    In five Savitt cases The Post examined, however, family members said the judge’s wife seemed more interested in the money from the
estate than caring for the incapacitated senior.

    The cases involved Brooklyn plumber Vassallo, 87; Kansas schoolteacher Helen O’Grady, 83; New York accountant Robert Paul Wein,
89; Chicagoarea decorator Lorraine Hilton, 94; and Gwendolyn Batson, 89, a retired school administrator who lived in Lake Worth.

    O’Grady died in 2012, Batson in 2013 and Wein died Dec. 1, but the other two are still alive and under the power of Savitt.

    • • •

    Gwendolyn Batson

    Savitt uses Colin’s order to clear out house

    In a case The Post wrote about in April, Savitt along with attorney Sheri Hazeltine — who represents Savitt in many cases — hauled
out belongings from Gwendolyn Batson’s Lake Worth home. Photos show they took nearly everything but the chandelier. Wearing badges
with the word “guardian,” they invoked an order signed by Judge Colin, witnesses told The Post.

    Colin’s order appointed Batson’s brother and sisterinlaw as emergency temporary guardians for Batson in late January 2012, court
records show. His decision would be reversed by a successor judge, but not before Savitt and Hazeltine in midFebruary broke the lock
on the home that Batson lived in and seized all of the belongings.

    It turned out the home and much of the property seized didn’t belong to Batson but to restaurateur Skender Hoti, a Kosovo native who
had taken care of Batson for decades. To get appointed emergency temporary guardian, Batson’s brother, Kenneth Davis, claimed Hoti
had taken financial advantage of his sister. Colin agreed, noting in his order that immediate action needed to be taken to safeguard
Batson’s belongings.

    But if Hoti was taking advantage of Batson, it was a long con. Their relationship spanned decades. She traveled to Kosovo to attend his
wedding and was a fixture at Hoti’s Lake Worth restaurant, Little Italy. Hoti claimed the guardianship was a means for Davis to seize his
sister’s properties.

    Davis used Colin’s order — employing the judge’s wife to help — to seize all the possessions in the home where his sister lived.

    As Savitt and others moved items into a truck, Hoti called sheriff ’s deputies who stopped them. The two argued that they had
authority from Judge Colin, but the deputies said the order was insufficient, that they needed what is called a writ of possession.

    Hoti said he saw Savitt scream at deputies: “You can’t do that. I’m a judge’s wife. I’m Judge Colin’s wife.”

    Three days after the seizure of Hoti’s property, Colin recused himself from the case.

    Savitt wasn’t Batson’s guardian, yet Judge French approved paying her $1,500 of Batson’s money. The clerk questioned the
expenditure more than a year after the house was cleared out and then Savitt submitted a bill, court documents show.
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    Hoti said even though deputies made them return his possessions, he later found valuables missing: jewelry, firearms and about
$18,000 in cash.

    Last summer, Hoti said he filed an additional complaint about Savitt with the sheriff ’s office.

    In a remarkable document, Savitt’s bill filed with the court shows she worked as a hired hand for Batson’s brother to spirit Batson to
Alabama.

    The bill indicates Savitt spied on Hoti at the restaurant he owns to make sure she could operate unencumbered and take possession of
valuables from the Batson residence.

    In the end, the restaurateur fought the brother and persevered, getting a judge to order Batson back to Florida.

    Auction stopped at last minute

    Savitt pays off $308,000 foreclosure

    In 2011, just before the Batson case, Savitt became a registered professional guardian. Savitt and Colin’s financial picture — replete
with foreclosures, debt and liens — started to improve.

    Savitt’s path from tennis professional to professional guardian didn’t require much heavy lifting. She completed 40 hours of training,
put up a $50,000 bond for her firm Savitt Guardians and submitted to credit and criminal background checks.

    The Department of Elder Affairs registered her as a professional guardian in 2011 despite a pending foreclosure on a home she owns in
Delray Beach.

    Savitt passed the credit check after telling the department that she was in a dispute with her lender and wasn’t past due because of
“neglect or oversight.” It wasn’t until November 2014 that her dispute was settled with a judgment of foreclosure, sending the house to
the auction block.

    Six days before the home was to be auctioned off in March, she came up with $308,000 to satisfy a delinquent home equity loan, court
records show. She didn’t make payments for several years on the $250,000 loan and rented out the home for a portion of that period.

    Vassallo found the timing of the $308,000 payment suspicious. “I want to know if any of my father’s money went to her foreclosure
case,” he said. When he told Judge French his concerns, a May 21 hearing was abruptly ended.

    Despite the delinquencies, Savitt said she paid off the home equity loan on her property before the note was due. “I do not know how
many professional guardians are debt free as I am,” she said.

    Most of Savitt’s cases are in front of Judge French. Two of French’s exwives have described Colin and French as good friends who once
planned a vacation together. The two judges have lunch together frequently in Delray Beach.

    Families say they are also frustrated by the lack of transparency in the guardianship cases of their loved ones. It’s not unusual for key
documents regarding the guardian’s activities to be sealed.

    The Palm Beach County Clerk & Comptroller’s Office audits the guardians’ annual accounting of the seniors’ assets and the
guardianship plan. It also investigated complaints, but the office’s investigations and findings are confidential under state law. Records
show that at least four of Savitt’s cases have been investigated by the clerk’s inspector general, but any findings remain confidential.
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    • • •

    Helen O’Grady

    ‘Beyond the realm of reasonable conduct’

    Thomas Mayes of Boynton Beach sought legal advice in a dispute with his two brothers over his mother’s health care and finances. His
attorney, Clifford Hark of Boca Raton, recommended Savitt as a guardian for his mother, Helen O’Grady.

    Even with Savitt as guardian, it was Mayes who made his mother’s doctor appointments, managed her transportation, readied her
house for sale — all tasks he thought Savitt should have handled.

    After Mayes’ mother died, Savitt recommended that the family urge the court to appoint her curator of the estate, telling them it would
save money for her to temporarily manage it until the family disputes were settled.

    Once that happened and Mayes became personal representative of the estate, he said he could not get Savitt to pony up details of his
mother’s financial picture and relinquish control.

    Before Mayes could get a grip on his mother’s finances, Savitt starting withdrawing money, court pleadings show.

    She wrote herself a check for $1,725 and another for $1,745 to Hazeltine for fees before a judge approved it, according to a pleading
filed by Mayes’ attorneys. Hazeltine said Savitt obtained an order allowing her to write the checks, but the order Hazeltine referenced
said nothing about fees, court documents show.

    Then Savitt took without proper court approval $30,000 to be “held in trust” by her and Hazeltine.

    “This action is so beyond the realm of reasonable conduct that I can hardly express myself right now,” Mayes’ attorney, Christopher
Salivar, said in a series of emails to Hazeltine.

    Mayes’ lawyers, Andrew M. Schwartz and Salivar, told the court that Savitt’s actions amounted to the unlawful taking of O’Grady’s
property.

    “The foregoing actions in and of themselves fall within the textbook legal definition of conversion.”

    Mayes agreed. “To me, I thought it was a criminal act. They were intentionally stealing it. This is how they make their money.”

    Judge Edward Garrison ordered Savitt and Hazeltine to return all but about $2,600 of the $30,000.

    But that was not all. After the $30,000 withdrawals, the two asked for flat fees of $55,000 each, citing a state law that entitles
personal representatives to 3 percent of the estate. Personal representatives, also known as executors, administer and close out the
estate. Savitt was a temporary curator — not a personal representative.      Savitt and her attorneys would not relent on their claims for
fees. Mayes said he aimed to fight them in court, but settled after his wife got ill, liquidating his mother’s longheld Philip Morris stock to
pay them.

    O’Grady’s family estimates attorney fees and court costs from their own pockets of around $150,000. “Is this fair? Is this reasonable?”
Mayes’ sister, Kathleen Osterbuhr wrote to the court in objecting to Hark’s fee. The attorney who represented Mayes and recommended
Savitt collected more than $35,000.

    “My mother Helen O’Grady did not benefit from having a courtappointed guardian. ... My mother was a teacher who raised five
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children on a salary that was less than what Mr. Hark has already been paid.”

    Mayes estimates that fees for Savitt and her attorneys — Hazeltine and Ellen Morris — amounted to more than $70,000.

    “They just kept draining the estate,” Mayes said. “And the judges kept rubberstamping all of this. They are not helping the elderly;
they are helping themselves.

    Savitt denied any wrongdoing. “Of course, I did not convert $30,000 and that would be a lie to report that I did.”

    • • •

    Lorraine Hilton

    Son accused of abuse gets money from Savitt

    In the case of retired decorator Lorraine Hilton, Savitt’s actions benefited Hilton’s son, Robert, who was accused of physically abusing
and stealing from his mother, according to court documents. Savitt’s attorney, Hazeltine, persuaded Hilton herself — who had advancing
dementia — to agree to a guardianship.

    Her other son, James Hilton, learned in March 2013 that Savitt had taken control of his mother’s assets, though Lorraine Hilton had a
living trust established in 2007. Lorraine Hilton in a declaration for a preneed guardian explicitly stated that she didn’t want her son
Robert taking care of her.

    James Hilton sought to intervene as an emergency guardian. He also wanted a restraining order against his brother, Robert. James
Hilton cited incidents such as an “accident” in which Lorraine Hilton broke her hip and Robert left her at the hospital and left the state,
court documents say.

    “I am truly alarmed that a judicial process has been put in place there without me having been duly contacted,” wrote James Hilton,
who died in February.

    Robert Hilton declined to comment. Billing documents in the case indicate his many demands on Savitt, such as for $20,000 of his
mother’s money to buy a warehouse.

    Billings from Savitt and Hazeltine memorialize phone messages from Robert Hilton left for Savitt in which his mother can be heard
weeping in the background.

    On another, Lorraine Hilton called, all of sudden letting out “a bloodcurdling scream and cuts off.”

    Savitt resigned after James Hilton came forward. James Hilton objected to Savitt’s final accounting, accusing her of funneling money to
Robert Hilton.

    The pleading alleges:

    • Savitt failed to secure a bank account, off of which Robert Hilton wrote two checks totaling $49,685 for real estate. The deeds
indicate he’s the sole owner. The pleading alleges that Lorraine Hilton appears to have signed the checks.

    • Savitt paid Robert Hilton $2,500 without explanation or receipt. She also paid $5,300 for property taxes on two homes owned by
Robert Hilton.
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    • Savitt took as much as a $2,000 retainer fee without prior court permission.

    • A Wells Fargo bank statement shows Savitt accessed Hilton’s account to make two separate deposits and to write two checks — all
four in the amount of $3,189.50 — without explanation.

    “The system sometimes ends up harming the people it’s supposed to protect,” said Palm Beach Gardens attorney Thomas Dougherty,
who filed the objection on behalf of James Hilton.

    Judge French took no action on the objection against Savitt.

    Savitt also took various amounts from the bank accounts of seniors without court approval in three of the guardianship cases The Post
examined.

    For example, at an August hearing before Circuit Judge Krista Marx, Savitt acknowledged she took about $17,000 for her fees and a
retainer from Robert Wein’s accounts without prior court permission. Judge Marx approved the payments, saying Savitt simply was
“asking for forgiveness instead of permission.”

    When asked about this, again Savitt pointed out that the judge approved her actions.

    Anthony Palmieri — senior internal auditor of guardianship cases for the clerk — said a guardian taking a retainer or other money from
a senior without prior court approval “would not be consistent” with any of the 800 other cases he’s reviewed.

    “From an auditor’s perspective, it is a concern,” he said.

    Is it legal?

    Florida law says that “when fees for a guardian or an attorney are submitted to the court for determination,” several factors determine
whether they are reasonable. It goes on to list the factors.

    Ellen Morris, one of Savitt’s attorneys, cited subsections of the guardianship law in saying that her client is allowed to take money
without court approval. “You will not find anything that says guardians need approval to pay their fee,” Morris told The Post in an email
exchange. Morris serves as administrative chair on the executive committee of the Elder Law Section of The Florida Bar, which promotes
professional standards for the lawyers who practice in the area.

    ‘Selling all I could find’

    Mini estate sale out of Judge Colin’s house

    But it’s not just bank accounts, but property and possessions of these elderly wards that are controlled by professional guardians.
Savitt’s actions have been questioned in this regard, as well.

    In the Robert Wein guardianship, attorney Rosenwater expressed concern to Judge Marx in August that the judge’s wife may have sold
some of Wein’s belongings at the December garage sale.

    A listing on Craigslist in late December under “mini estate sale (Atlantis FL)” and listing the judge’s address, stated: “Cleared out a
home and selling all I could find. I got new quality items.” For sale: jewelry, fine china, computer, printer, artwork and various household
items.

    When asked about the garage sale by The Post, Savitt rolled her eyes. When it was brought up in court during a hearing in the Wein
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case, she appeared irritated. Savitt denies any item of a ward was sold at the garage sale.

    “The guardian is getting money, the guardian’s attorney is getting money, and interested parties come into the case. Everyone is
getting paid and it’s all coming from the ward’s money,” Rosenwater said.

    • • •

    Robert Wein

    Costly court time trying to annul marriage

    The case of Robert Wein illustrates the often savage nature of guardianship cases. Family members say Savitt splits families into
camps by pursuing what is called “staged litigation,” settling disputes in court to run up fees.

    On one side is Daniel Wein, Robert’s brother.

    The other side is Robert’s wife, Vita, and Jodi Rich, Daniel’s estranged daughter.

    Rich said all Savitt did as guardian is “bill, bill, bill” and criticized her lack of success in tracking down $700,000 in promissory notes
owed to her late uncle, who died Dec. 1. Robert Wein was worth up to $3 million, according to court documents.

    Though married in 1958, the couple renewed their vows in 2014 and obtained a Florida marriage license. Daniel Wein believed his
brother divorced Vita, 82, and wasn’t competent enough to remarry. So for the last months of Robert Wein’s life, Savitt — as his
guardian — focused on undoing the union of this elderly couple in a fight over what would be a lucrative estate.

    Vita, as a spouse, can claim onethird of Wein’s estate. Daniel claims Vita Wein and Jodi Rich are interested only in that money.

    “She has been guardian for 12 months and hasn’t done anything except try to dissolve the marriage of these two elderly people who
had been married for 58 years,” said Rich before Wein’s death. “So there are two marriage licenses. Who cares? What’s the difference?
They wanted to end their life together.”

    Emails show Savitt discussing with Daniel Wein trying to get the authority to annul Robert’s marriage, contending he and Vita were
divorced and that she had tricked him into remarrying in 2014. Savitt also was trying before Robert’s death to amend the trust to give
Daniel $150,000.

    “Daniel and Savitt, they are in bed together,” Rich said. “We have a lot of evidence.”

    Litigation on the marriage issue resulted in an expensive 2½hour court hearing and depositions before the matter was dropped
unceremoniously by Savitt at a hearing in August.

    “Savitt is the culprit here. She is the one who caused all the problems,” Rich said. “She shouldn’t be a guardian.”

    Daniel Wein, though, praised Savitt for protecting his brother’s assets.

    “I don’t know how she handles her other cases; I know with this, particularly with my brother, they have been aboveboard,” he said.

    Vita Wein, though, has pressed Savitt to explain her actions.

    In a June 10 deposition and in his motion for Savitt’s removal, Vita’s attorney at the time, Rosenwater, repeatedly tried to get the
judge’s wife to say why she hadn’t filed one single invoice in the case in eight months but took $17,000 without prior court approval.
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    When Savitt refused to answer a question about whether she had any objections to a critical report to the court on Wein, Rosenwater
was exasperated. “She can’t answer. It’s amazing,” he said.

    “The guardian has used her fiduciary relationship with the ward for her own financial gain, as well as her attorney,” Rosenwater wrote
in another pleading. “It is clear the guardian has breached her duties.” Rosenwater no longer represents Vita Wein, and Robert Wein died
before a motion to remove Savitt as guardian was ruled on. A motion for sanctions against her remains unresolved.

    Vita Wein, in an interview at her nursing home before her husband died, said Savitt saw her as a threat to the amount of money she
can siphon off her husband’s assets. She said her husband, who was struggling mightily with dementia, just wanted to be happy in his
waning years.

    “She is a despicable person. She is very twofaced,” Vita Wein said from Colony Club Sunrise Assisted Living Facility in Broward
County. Her husband, oblivious to the complex details driving her anger, sat down next to her on the love seat. He died less than two
weeks later.

    Savitt said annulling the Weins’ 2014 marriage was well within the propriety of the court, but she wouldn’t answer why the legal action
was necessary for the ward at the end of his life when the 1958 union was still valid.

    • • •

    Albert Vassallo Sr.

    From friend to enemy, Savitt cites ‘bad blood’

    James Vassallo can’t stop beating himself up. He blames himself for allowing Savitt to take control of his father’s finances. As result, he
has a list of questions about Savitt’s actions that he says remains unanswered to his satisfaction.

    Like in the O’Grady case, Vassallo sought the advice of Hark when he learned last year that his brother and sister had transferred
$180,000 from the accounts of his father. And like in O’Grady, Hark steered him to Savitt, saying she would protect the assets of Albert
Vassallo Sr., who was suffering from early stages of dementia.

    Vassallo, who moved from Brooklyn to live next door and care for his father at Century Village in Deerfield Beach, says Savitt instead
aligned with his sister who had taken $140,000 and other assets, according to demand letters.

    Savitt successfully petitioned Judge French to remove Vassallo as a trustee to his father’s estate, which would have allowed him to
retain some administrative control. Savitt claimed Vassallo wasn’t getting along with the very siblings, whose actions prompted him to
seek the guardianship in the first place.

    “If I knew her husband was a judge, I never would have went with her because whatever I said to her meant nothing. She can do
whatever she wants because she has the court’s backing and that is exactly what is happening now,” said Vassallo.

    In a voicemail that Vassallo still has, Savitt had assured him attorneys were working to remove his brother and sister but there was no
reason to remove him because “you didn’t do anything wrong.” She did, however, suggest paying Hark more money to defend him just
in case.

    Vassallo said Savitt made her move to remove him from his father’s trust after he repeatedly questioned her billing practices. He
estimates that Savitt and her attorneys collected $40,000 to get him off the trust. His father’s savings have been depleted by more than
$200,000 in about a year, he said.
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    Savitt said, “To accomplish getting the relief favorable to the ward, and because of bad blood and conflicts between all three children of
the ward, it was agreed by the lawyers that I should be the sole trustee, not because of anything wrong James did.”

    Vassallo produced email and bank statements showing how Savitt doubledbilled his father’s accounts by about $7,300 and did not pay
it back until he confronted her with the bank account statements. “She never would have given that back on her own,” Vassallo said. The
$7,300 plus a $3,000 retainer fee came before a judge approved them and even before she submitted a petition to the court for that
money.

    To address the $180,000, a deal was struck in mediation, allowing James’ brother and sister to pay back half the money over 15 years
and keep the rest.

    Vassallo never signed the agreement and vehemently opposed it.

    After The Post asked Savitt about $10,000 in missing U.S. savings bonds, James Vassallo said she told him the bonds had been located
and provided her accounting of expenses.

    Still missing is reimbursement for his dad’s Hyundai and assets from a savings account and a safety deposit box, Vassallo said. “My
father said it was over $100,000 in there.”

    But the knife in James Vassallo’s heart came when Savitt and Judge French allowed his father to be permanently placed with his sister,
Susan Mast. Savitt is paying the sister $2,400 a month for the father’s care under a settlement agreement that bears the guardian’s
signature. Little of the money initially taken has been returned.

    Albert Jr. says his father consented in court to remain with his sister, but James Vassallo says the judge never should have asked his
incapacitated father if he wanted to live with Mast considering the money owed.

    Mast cursed at a reporter when asked about the case and threatened legal action. Her brother, Albert Jr., said the money he got from
his father was a gift to help him pay his medical bills.

    Vassallo also has questioned Judge French in court about whether any money from the bank accounts of Savitt’s wards went to satisfy
the foreclosure judgment on her Delray Beach home. He also objected at a hearing to attorney John Pankauski’s bill — which at the time
was for $18,000 and heavily redacted.

    “I asked the judge, ‘What are you going to do, rubber stamp everything?’ and French told me that Pankauski should have charged my
dad $40,000,” Vassallo said.

    Now Vassallo has hired attorney Dougherty, hoping he can work the same magic he did for James Hilton by detailing questionable
actions by Savitt for the court. Vassallo hopes this would force her to resign or have a court remove her.

    Albert Vassallo Sr. remains alert and talkative. Interviewed at a Deerfield Beach senior center, he said he doesn’t trust Savitt. “She
doesn’t show me any reports. At least, show me where the money is going,” he said.

    James Vassallo can’t sleep at night, poring over bills and other documents, thinking what he could have done differently. His apartment
is piled high with stacks of court papers.

    “I was the one who brought this woman into my father’s life,” he said. “And what is she doing? She is taking the money that these
seniors worked so hard for, set aside for their children, for their grandchildren.” jpacenti@pbpost.com
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    Staff researcher Melanie Mena and staff writer Mike Stucka contributed to this story.

PROFESSIONAL GUARDIAN Elizabeth Savitt, married to Judge Martin Colin, says complaints from families of doublebilling and sending
disputes to court to run up fees are “frivolous” and “baseless ”

    MADELINE GRAY / THE PALM BEACH POST

THE SENIORS
    The Post examined five cases involving Elizabeth Savitt in which families fought over what’s best for the senior, and milliondollar
assets were at stake:
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    Brooklyn plumber

    Albert Vassallo Sr., 87

    Kansas schoolteacher

    Helen O’Grady, 83

    New York accountant

    Robert Paul Wein, 89

    Chicagoarea decorator

    Lorraine Hilton, 94

    Lake Worth school administrator

    Gwendolyn Batson, 89

Before Robert Wein died, Savitt tried to annul his marriage to Vita Wein, whom he wed in 1958. Vita says Savitt is a “despicable
woman ” but Robert’s brother Daniel says Savitt has always been “aboveboard ”

    JOHN PACENTI / THE PALM BEACH POST
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Helen O’Grady, a former Kansas schoolteacher, invested her money well. Once O’Grady’s family settled their battles over their
inheritance, O’Grady’s son said he couldn’t get Savitt to turn over management of the money. CONTRIBUTED

Gwendolyn Batson lived in longtime caretaker Skender Hoti’s house. Her belongings were cleared out by Savitt and her attorney. Hoti
says most of what they moved was his. CONTRIBUTED
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Albert Vassallo Sr., with his son James. His son estimates that Savitt and her lawyers spent $40,000, mostly his father’s money, to
remove James from his father’s trust.

    JOHN PACENTI / THE PALM BEACH POST
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Grandson is new guardian: Lorraine Hilton and her grandson Max, who has taken over her care. Her son Robert, who Savitt paid, was
accused of abusing her. CONTRIBUTED

Vassallo Sr.

O’Grady
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The chief judge for Palm Beach County said Wednesday that he
is investigating what needs to be done to address concerns
brought forth by The Palm Beach Post’s stories on Circuit Judge
Martin Colin’s role in adult guardianship.

Circuit Judge Jeffrey Colbath said in an email to The Post that he
is in factfinding mode and “is preparing to make appropriate
changes to address concerns.”

Colin oversees family and probate matters in Delray Beach,
including guardianships of adults no longer able to care for
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,Elizabeth Savitt appears
at a hearing with Attorney
Sheri Hazeltine to
discuss attorney fees for
Albert Bach on Thursday,
August 20, ... Read More

Judge Martin Colin
presides over a hearing
on Thursday, August 20,
2015, at the South
County Courthouse in
Delray Beach. Judge ...
Read More

themselves. Colin’s wife, Elizabeth
“Betsy” Savitt, is a former tennis pro
turned professional guardian who
operates in the same division and
appears in front of Colin’s colleagues.

But Colbath and the chief judge before
him, Peter Blanc, took no action to
eliminate potential conflicts caused by
the close relationships in the south

county courthouse.

Colbath has the power to transfer Colin out of the Probate &
Guardianship Division, where he has been since about 2009. He
also has the power to transfer Circuit Judge David French, who
has been a close friend of both Colin and Savitt and oversees
many of her guardianships.

The Post found Colin’s colleagues must
approve Savitt’s fees and fees for
attorneys who represent her in
guardianships of incapacitated senior
citizens, many with sizable life savings.
Families have accused Savitt, a
guardian since 2011, of doublebilling,
taking fees without prior court approval
and pursuing unnecessary litigation to
drum up fees.

Several families separately told The Post that Savitt openly cites
her husband’s powerful position when confronted over her
actions.
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Palm Beach County Chief
Circuit Judge Jeffrey
Colbath

Savitt does not appear directly in front of her husband, but the
attorneys who represent her litigated cases in front of him and
relied on him at times to approve lucrative fees.

Two former Florida Supreme Court
justices and a legal ethics expert told
The Post the relationships pose a
conflict of interest and appear improper.

After The Post started investigating last
year, Colin recused himself from 115
cases in six months involving those
attorneys who represent Savitt in
guardianships, such as Ellen Morris,
Sheri Hazeltine and John Pankauski,
The Post reported Sunday. Previously,

Colin said he required the attorneys to disclose their professional
relationship with his wife, but The Post found that didn’t happen
in at least one case.

“We have adopted longstanding approved methods to properly
deal with such potential conflicts,” Colin told The Post.

Colbath has the power to transfer Colin or French out of the
probate division. It’s common for judges to be rotated every few
years.

Savitt pointed out that she has never been sanctioned by any of
her husband’s colleagues and that complaints were from
“disgruntled” family members. She also accused the paper of
holding a grudge against her and her husband.

+

LANNIS WATERS
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Families with seniors in Savitt’s guardianships told The Post that
their complaints about her financial management of seniors’ life
savings were ignored by Colin’s colleagues, especially French.

Of particular issue is the tens of thousands of dollars Savitt has
taken in fees prior to judicial approval in either guardianships or
probate cases after the senior has died. Overwhelmingly,
attorneys in the elder law field told The Post that state
guardianship law does not allow guardians to take fees before a
judge gives the OK.

This week it has been business as usual in Colin’s courtroom in
Delray Beach. Several attorneys told The Post they are not
comfortable with the relationships in the probate division but fear
repercussions if they speak out.

The families of some of Savitt’s current and former wards did not
hold back.

“They should be moved out of probate, and if possible, moved off
the bench,” said Jodi Rich, niece of Robert Paul Wein, who was
in a Savitt guardianship before he died at 89 on Dec. 1.

“They are not abiding by ethical standards,” she said.

Thomas Mayes, whose mother, Helen O’Grady, was in a Savitt
guardianship, said there needs not only to be further
guardianship reform by state lawmakers but a criminal
investigation into Savitt. He doubted, though, anything would
done.
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“They will just sweep the dirt under the rug or in a corner,” he
said.

Skender Hoti, a Lake Worth restaurant owner, watched Savitt in
February 2012 try to assist a family guardian in seizing nearly
every possession in a house he owned before she was stopped
by sheriff’s deputies.

“All their cases should be reviewed,” he said of Colin and French.
“No judge should be able not to rotate and stay in the probate
arena.”

What the Post found

Palm Beach County Circuit Judge Martin Colin is compromised
by his wife’s work as a professional guardian in the same probate
and guardianship division where he has presided for years. His
wife, Elizabeth “Betsy” Savitt, took fees without court approval
and in some instances doublebilled. Read all the stories and see
the documents at myPalmBeachPost.com/guardianshipscolin
savitt.
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Thank you
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mcfinn25 Report

Well, honestly, Judge Colbath is a person named in the article under not so ethical
circumstances. Is he reliable to make a proper inquiry? 

9:29 p.m. Jan. 20, 2016

CaptfFoyd Report

This just seems to say that The Good Old Days are still here!!! 
Palm Beach County is STILL the COUNTY of CORRUPTION!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
Office Of Inspector General still has a massive Clean p Job to do!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

New coffee shop Johan’S Joe in West Palm Beach

Is Okeechobee ready for the Okeechobee Music Festival?

Chief Judge Colbath looking into conflicts involving Judge Colin
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I am guessing that they see it in the POTUS's Staff! 
US Sec. Kerry's family is married to IRAN's Official!! 
The top White House Advisor was born in IRAN & her family was under FBI
investigation & has 24/7 Secret Security Detail and was not elected!!!! 
Solar company that was given US Funds & then went bankrupt & the money was
never repaid!! This same Solar company was given another even ore US Funds!!!
They are also Obama's Donors!  

Elected Official need to be in office 1 Term! The 2nd Term in JAIL!!!!

10:55 p.m. Jan. 20, 2016

Floridawalker Report

They just should be removed altogether for the misery they have caused in the
courtrooms

11:17 p.m. Jan. 20, 2016

citizenobserver Report

Kudos to the Palm Beach Post for exposing this egregious mess! Wish they had a
larger staff so they could take on irregularities at the municipal and county
levels,also. There is plenty to investigate, but their corporate parent doesn't value
the value of role the newspaper at the local level and continues to cut staff non
stop. We need good reporting like this and other investigations they have done
recently to keep our community healthy and corruption free. It forces people to stop
looking the other way with a nod and a wink while corruption runs rampant.

1:07 a.m. Jan. 21, 2016
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pepper38 Report

'Citizenobserver' said it so well, much better than I ever could. I wish someone
would take the suggestions seriously.

10:08 a.m. Jan. 21, 2016

Comment(s) 16 of 6

advertisement

Post a CommentAll Comments (6)

javascript:void(0);


1/21/2016 Chief Judge Colbath looking into conflicts involving Judge Colin | www.mypalmbeachpost.com

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/chief-judge-investigating-posts-findings-on-colin-/np8cz/ 9/9

Learn more Read

Read Today's Paper online
Still like to read the newspaper in the familiar pagebypage format? Great
news! Digital versions of today's paper are available on your computer or
tablet. And it's included in your subscription.

Complete Survey

We’re Listening
We hope you’re enjoying MyPalmBeachPost.com, our premium website
exclusively for subscribers. Please tell us what you like and what we can
do to make it even better by completing this brief survey.

NEWS

MARKETPLACE

AFFILIATES

ABOUT US

© 2016 Cox Media Group. By using this website, you accept the terms of our Visitor
Agreement and Privacy Policy, and understand your options regarding Ad Choices .

Learn about careers at Cox Media Group

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/services/products/
https://myaccount.palmbeachpost.com/access.aspx?product=eEditionPBPDesktop
https://coxinc.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_8cDkoIYKZrOhLsp
http://www.coxmediagroup.com/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/visitor_agreement/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/privacy_policy/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/privacy_policy/#ad-choices
http://jobs.coxmediagroup.com/


2/12/2016 Colin moved out of probate amid guardianship controversy | www.mypalmbeachpost.com

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/crime-law/judge-in-post-series-moved-from-guardianship-cases/nqM5M/ 1/10

HOME   /  NEWS   /  CRIME & LAW

Resize text

Circuit Judge Martin Colin’s tenure as a probate judge is over in
the wake of The Palm Beach Post’s investigation into the the
veteran jurist and his wife in the guardianships of incapacitated
seniors.

But it remains to be seen whether he still has a role in
guardianship through a mediation program he helps coordinate.
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Judge Martin Colin
presides over a hearing
at the South County
Courthouse in Delray
Beach. Judge Colin’s wife
Elizabeth Savitt, is ...
Read More

Elizabeth Savitt appears
at a hearing for one of
her wards. (Madeline
Gray / The Palm Beach
Post)

Palm Beach County Chief Circuit Judge
Jeffrey Colbath, with little fanfare,
posted Colin’s transfer on the judicial
circuit’s website on Tuesday, moving
him from the Probate & Guardianship
Division in Delray Beach to the Civil
Circuit division in the central courthouse
in West Palm Beach.

He is also no longer hearing Family
Division cases and will instead hear civil

disputes and hold jury trials involving disputes in amounts of
more than $15,000.

The move was buried on the circuit’s website and not readily
seen without searching an announcement section that appeared
blank on the home page.

Circuit Judge Jaimie Goodman will take
Colin’s place, hearing guardianship,
probate and family cases in the South
County Courthouse.

Colin assumes Goodman’s docket as of
Monday in the circuit civil division. Colin
said he will not seek reelection
following The Post’s series,

Guardianship: A Broken Trust.

Colin’s transfer comes just as the Florida Senate approved
legislation that would give Florida its first regulatory authority
over professional guardians. The bill – along with one passed

+

+

Kasich tries to expand
his New Hampshire-
only plan to South
Carolina

Money from
Harbourside critics
won’t buy access,
Jupiter candidates
say

John Lewis on
Sanders’ civil rights
work: ‘I never saw
him’

Long in Clinton’s
corner, black voters
begin to notice
Sanders

U.S.: Fort Pierce man
rightful owner of
sunken treasure

Just how harshly has
Bernie Sanders
criticized President
Obama? Let's break it
down

Sanders wins on
points, but doesn’t
take any of Clinton’s
turf

Cruz kills campaign
ad featuring former
softcore porn star

http://15thcircuit.co.palm-beach.fl.us/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/guardianships-colin-savitt/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national-govt-politics/kasich-tries-to-expand-his-new-hampshire-only-plan/nqPQ3/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/local/money-from-harbourside-critics-wont-buy-access-jup/nqPPT/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/ap/news/national-govt-politics/john-lewis-on-sanders-civil-rights-work-i-never-sa/nqPPM/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national-govt-politics/long-in-clintons-corner-black-voters-begin-to-noti/nqPMR/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/fort-pierce-man-named-rightful-owner-treasure-he-f/nqPLG/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national-govt-politics/just-how-harshly-has-bernie-sanders-criticized-pre/nqPK5/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national-govt-politics/sanders-wins-on-points-but-doesnt-take-any-of-clin/nqPKw/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national-govt-politics/cruz-kills-campaign-ad-featuring-former-softcore-p/nqPJ4/


2/12/2016 Colin moved out of probate amid guardianship controversy | www.mypalmbeachpost.com

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/crime-law/judge-in-post-series-moved-from-guardianship-cases/nqM5M/ 3/10

this past year – is in response to complaints of guardians bilking
the savings of the elderly as appointed officers of the court.

Many of these elderly seniors — called wards — suffer from
Alzheimer’s disease or some other form of dementia.

Colbath did not respond to a request through his spokesperson
to comment. He also would not answer repeated queries about
whether Colin will continue in his role coordinating the court’s
elder care program, a mediation program for guardianship
disputes, where many former judges work. Chief Judge Colbath’s
father, for example, former Chief Judge Walter N. Colbath Jr., is
listed as a mediator for a local company.

Also, it appears that Colbath is not taking any direct action
regarding Colin’s wife, Elizabeth “Betsy” Savitt, a professional
guardian who has taken tens of thousands of dollars from the life
savings of incapacitated seniors prior to court approval in
guardianships and in followup probate cases.

The couple’s finances improved substantially after Savitt became
a guardian in 2011 after years of foreclosures, liens and unpaid
loans to private individuals.

As a courtappointed professional guardian, Savitt takes over the
lives of seniors and other adults who no longer can care for
themselves, managing their finances, medical care and whether
they can remain in their homes. She has access to hundreds of
thousands of dollars. She was a tennis pro before she became a
guardian.

The families of these seniors, backed by reams of court

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/guardianships-elizabeth-savitt/
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documents, say that besides taking fees without court approval,
Savitt doublebilled, funneled money to relatives of the ward who
are suspected of financial — and even physical abuse. In
numerous cases, she was accused by families of creating
unnecessary litigation in order to generate more fees for herself
and the cadre of attorneys who represent her.

Those attorneys regularly appeared in front of Colin, sometimes
seeking his approval for generous fees in other cases. When The
Post started investigating, Colin started shedding their cases:
115 recusals from July 1 to Dec. 31.

Colin’s colleagues on the bench presided over his wife’s cases.
Currently, she has at least two guardianships but has also been
involved in managing specialneeds trusts and as a personal
representative of estates.

Former Supreme Court Chief Justice Gerald Kogan told The Post
for its series that Savitt’s role as a professional guardian created
an appearance of impropriety for Colin that put him in jeopardy of
violating the state’s judicial canons.

Savitt and Colin have denied any wrongdoing.

Colin didn’t hear Savitt’s cases, but his colleagues do –
particularly Circuit Judge David French, a friend who once
planned a cruise vacation with the both of them.

French, for now, appears to be staying put in the Probate &
Guardianship Division. Earlier this month, Colbath announced a
fivepoint plan that directed all “current” south county judges to
recuse themselves from Savitt’s cases so it is uncertain whether

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/guardianships-martin-colin/
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Judge Goodman will be hearing Savitt’s cases.

Colbath’s plan also includes training for probate judges and their
staff, standardization of billing practices and a wheel system to
provide random assignments of guardians to cases.

Dr. Sam Sugar, who has led the charge for legislative reform in
Florida as head of Americans Against Abusive Probate
Guardianship, said Colbath has not gone far enough.

“The response from Judge Colbath is an outrage and reinforces
the widely held and growing perception that the Florida court
system does not deserve the trust of the people,” he said.

“Years of blatant conflicts of interest, looting of innocent people’s
entire estates, self serving protection of rapacious guardians and
lawyers has resulted in no discipline, no consequences, but
every indication that this egregious system will continue.”

For Skender Hoti, Colbath’s actions smack of a whitewash.

Hoti is the restaurateur who in February 2012 watched as Savitt
– assisting a family guardian — tried to seize possessions from
one of his homes using an order by Colin. Hoti claims he is still
missing cash, jewelry and other possessions.

Hoti cared for Gwendolyn Batson for decades before the senior’s
brother sought to find her incapacitated and seize her assets.

Hoti said Colbath’s changes are sweeping the problem under the
rug.
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“We’ve been caught so we will change clothing and continue as
usual,” Hoti said. “A septic tank plumbing would be more
appropriate.”

While Colbath shook up the judiciary with Colin’s move,
lawmakers aimed to do the same to professional guardians. The
Senate unanimously passed a bill Wednesday to provide the
state’s first real regulatory authority over the burgeoning industry,
while the House’s Judiciary Committee unanimously advanced a
bill that would do the same.

SB 232,is sponsored by Sen. Nancy Detert, RVenice, while its
House companion HB 403 is sponsored by Rep. Larry Ahern, R
Seminole.

“I think a year from now this is going to be the top issue on 20/20
and 60 Minutes,” Detert said before the vote. “I think with this bill
we will have the strongest law in the nation.”

The bill would create the Office of Public and Professional
Guardians and give the state the power to investigate and
discipline professional guardians. The bill has received support
from Americans Against Abusive Probate Guardianship, Gov.
Rick Scott and the Florida State Guardianship Association.

Ahern, speaking to the Judiciary Committee, said reports of
guardians taking financial advantage of the elderly person they
are sworn to protect are overwhelming. He told lawmakers that
they don’t want to read another story of guardianship abuse.

Jodi Rich, whose uncle was in a contentious guardianship under

https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2016/0232
https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2016/0403/ByVersion
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Savitt, said bills are a good sign of change for the industry to hold
bad professional guardians accountable.

“It’s a good idea that the state now looks out for seniors’ welfare,”
she said.

Not everybody, though, was a fan.

During public comment in front of the House Judiciary
Committee, the bill came under fire for not addressing how new
standards will be formulated and was called a BandAid on a
massive wound.

“It is all about the money,” said guardianship reform advocate
Douglas Franks of Pensacola, who has fought a professional
guardian on behalf of his mother. “Isolate, medicate and steal the
estate — that is what these people go by.”

Staff writer Christine Stapleton contributed to this story.
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CatInTheHat Report

Disgusting. I'm glad they were caught.
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citizenobserver Report

Kudos to the PB Post and the outstanding investigative team for shining a light on
this disgusting practice. If not for them, the practice would have continued and
more people victimized. Now keep the heat on until Colbath finishes the job of
cleaning up!

6:31 p.m. Feb. 10, 2016

Fidel Report

now return every penny the tennis player took from the estates. THEY SHOULD
BOTH BE IN JAIL!!!!

6:46 p.m. Feb. 10, 2016
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totteti Report

PB is doing so much good investigation these days and I'm totally surprised. As a
snowbird I usuallys subscribe to get the local events & ads. Now there's so much I
just have to read! Thank you.

9:03 p.m. Feb. 10, 2016

pepper38 Report

I'm so glad to read this outcome. Thanks to the Post and their investigative staff of
writers I'm certain they have possibly saved other families from having the same
thing done to their loved ones. Good Job Well Done!!!

9:07 p.m. Feb. 10, 2016

bake Report

WHY MOVE A/H LIKE ?? THIS FIRE/BAN/JAIL GET RID OF DIRTLIKE DONE
TO THE REST OF US

5:09 a.m. Feb. 11, 2016
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Judge’s wife facing more complaints about
guardianship fees
NEWS

By John Pacenti  Palm Beach Post Staff Writer

 
Updated: 6:14 p.m. Friday, May 20, 2016  |  Posted: 6:14 p.m. Friday, May 20, 2016

Carla Simmonds, a Delray Beach nursing administrator and mother of two,
decided two years ago to get in shape by attending a “boot camp workout.”

But after a vigorous session in February 2014, Simmonds suffered a life
shattering stroke caused by a leak in her carotid artery that triggered a massive
blood clot in her frontal lobe. Doctors were forced to temporarily remove half of
the 47yearold’s skull to contain swelling so her brain did not dislodge from her
spinal cord.

Simmonds was left unable to speak and with the mental capacity of a 4yearold.
All she could do was cry. Years of recovery awaited.
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Daniel Schmidt, a former boyfriend and retired Merrill Lynch financial planner,
stepped up, taking her into his home and guiding her on a remarkable recovery.

But the court system also ended up putting the stroke victim in the hands of
professional guardian Elizabeth “Betsy” Savitt, the wife of embattled Palm Beach
County Circuit Judge Martin Colin.

Dan Schmidt and Carla Simmonds stand outside their Boca Raton home. Schmidt has been caring for
Simmonds since her stroke in ... Read More

The judicial power couple were the subject of a series of reforms handed down

+

RICHARD GRAULICH

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/local/chief-judge-shakes-up-guardianship-system-after-po/nqHjc/
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this year by the chief judge after The Palm Beach Post’s series, Guardianships: A
Broken Trust. The newspaper’s investigation showed how Savitt took tens
ofthousands of dollars in fees without prior court permission from seniors in her
guardianships and compiled a litany of complaints from families of her wards.

All of Savitt’s guardianship cases were moved to the north county courthouse to
avoid any appearance of favoritism toward the judge’s wife.

Savitt, though, is still drawing complaints about her fees in the handful of
guardianship cases she has left. When families ask her to resign, she has
demanded fees upfront for her and her attorney Ellen Morris. The judge’s wife
insists they also agree not to sue or pursue litigation against her.

+

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/guardianships-colin-savitt/
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Carla Simmonds is the ward of Elizabeth Savitt, the wife of Circuit Judge Martin Colin. Savitt and her
attorney soughtto drain ... Read More

‘All about the money’

+
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In the Simmonds case, Savitt, a former tennis pro, attempted to draw fees from
the stroke victim’s $640,000 trust, which wasn’t part of the guardianship money,
and then wanted to drain her $46,000 IRA to pay fees for about onequarter of its
worth.

But Schmidt stood in Savitt’s way. Simmonds before her stroke had given him her
power of attorney.

Elizabeth Savitt (right) confers with Attorney Sheri Hazeltine in a hearing regarding attorney’s fees for
Albert Bach, center, last year at ... Read More

“From the outset, whether it be her family, the lawyers or the guardian, nobody

+

MADELINE GRAY
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has acted in Carla’s best interest but me. It’s been all about the money,” Schmidt
told The Post.

In order to get Savitt to resign, Schmidt opened up his own wallet and wrote a
$9,000 check to Morris. He wrote another check from Simmonds’ trust account for
$4,300 for Savitt’s fees.

“I said, ‘Enough! Eliminate these people — stop the nonsense,’” Schmidt said.“It’s
amazing how you got to fight all these people. And it all goes against the person
who is supposed to to be protected: Carla Simmonds.”

In another case, Susan Bach is trying to finalize as well Savitt’s resignation as the
guardian of her father, 86yearold Albert Bach. He has been in a Connecticut
nursing home near her since December, but his daughter has been wrangling with
the judge’s wife and her attorney for months.

Susan Bach had to consent not to fight Savitt’s fees in court if she wanted the
judge’s wife to resign.

“We can’t get rid of Elizabeth Savitt. My father keeps asking me, ‘Is she gone
yet?’ because he can’t stand her,” she said.

“I think she gets away with things normal people wouldn’t be able to get away
with. I feel like a rabbit in a rabbit hole who can’t get out because people keep
throwing dirt on you.”

Fernando Gutierrez, a current board member for the Florida State Guardianship
Association, said he would never demand fees upfront if asked to resign from a
case.

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2823222-Simmonds-Joint-Settlement-Agreement.html
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“We are talking about human beings here and I think her approach is inhumane,”
he said. “She should show a little mercy.”

He said guardians like Savitt give the profession a horrible image.

“The fact is she has already been paid some money and she is holding these
people hostage. It’s almost barbaric,” he said. “This is really, really bad.”

‘Higher standards of best practices’

When it comes to billing practices of professional guardians, Chief Judge Jeffrey
Colbath has vowed to standardize the process. He appointed a committee of
circuit judges John Phillips, Janis Keyser and Jessica Ticktin to look at
guardianship not only within the courts, but among lawyers, guardians and other
stakeholders.

“Based upon our ongoing examination of how guardianships are handled here
and around the State, we have discovered that the practices vary widely,” Colbath
said. “We here in Palm Beach County strive not only to meet the legal
requirements imposed by law and rules of procedure, but to achieve a higher
standard of best practices.”

Families in other Savitt guardianships haveleveled complaints about doubled
billing and the judge’s wife pursuing unnecessary litigation that increases fees for
herself and her attorneys.

Savitt contends she isn’t the only guardian who takes fees before judicial approval
and has the blessing of her attorney, Morris, the administrative chair on the
Florida Bar’s executive Committee of the Elder Law Section.
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The auditor for the Clerk and Comptroller’s Office, which reviews guardianship
cases, told The Post for the January series that the judge’s wife was the only
guardian in the county to take fees without prior court approval.

Fees take center stage in the contentious Simmonds guardianship, fueling the
telltale acrimony found in many of Savitt’s cases.

Documents show Savitt and Morris initially attempted to pry open Simmonds’
$640,000 trust for fees despite the fact that they knew the trust was off limits to
the guardianship, according to pleadings. When Schmidt objected, the duo
dropped the matter and moved on to Simmonds’ $46,000 IRA.

The judge’s wife described Schmidt — as she has done her other critics — as
“disgruntled.”

“His contentions are not worthy of response,” Savitt wrote in an email to The Post.

Morris said Schmidt has not allowed Simmonds to see her family. She said he
uses vulgar language, makes threats and that she has “proof of the poor
character of this man.”

“I cannot fathom except to continue sensationalizing a nonstory for your own gain
to the detriment of innocent people,” she said in her email.

Morris, in an April 20 email to Schmidt’s attorney, demanded he retract
statements to The Post.

“If an article is published, Betsy will have to respond by publishing your client’s

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2824844-Simmonds-Trust-Docs-UR.html
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texts and emails,” Morris wrote. “And if we go to hearing I will (be) introducing
those texts and emails into the record for the judge to hear.”

Schmidt echoed concerns of other families, saying Savitt appeared over her head
in handling Simmonds’ finances.

Among his complaints are that the judge’s wife bungled Simmonds’ finances,
mistakenly saying she owed income and property tax when she didn’t. Savitt also
failed to secure insurance in order to rent out the stroke victim’s empty Delray
Beach residence, he said.

The retiree says he has spent $150,000 of his own money on Simmonds care and
legal fees. He lost an effort to sell Simmonds’ 2013 Honda Civic, worth an
estimated $15,000, when Savitt — with a judge’s consent — gave it to the stroke
victim’s eldest son.

In the Bach case, when his daughter asked about fees, Savitt unleashed an email
tirade, threatening to bring up accusations against Susan Bach in court.

“You should present that matter to the judge to see if he agrees with you,” Savitt
wrote Susan Bach on May 11. “If you do not take that action, it will be clear that
you are continuing to bark frivolous claims that cast unfavorable light on you.”

Schmidt said an angry Savitt has shown up unannounced on his doorstep more
than once making the unsubstantiated allegation that he was abusing Simmonds
and that she was going to put the stroke victim in a nursing home.

“Throughout this entire time, I’m being threatened,” Schmidt said. “She said, ‘My
husband is a judge. You don’t know who I am. I can get away with anything I want

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2804160-Simmonnds-Savitt-Invoice.html#document/p6/a295684
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2830642-Simmonds-Car-Objection.html
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in court.’”

Morris said Savitt is “courtordered to visit her ward. She has the right to show up
announced or unannounced at any time.”

She says Savitt would never threaten her ward or put Simmonds in a nursing
home.

‘Scared to death’

But Simmonds has recovered enough that she can speak in one or twoword
sentences. Her sunny disposition shines through on the day when she was
interviewed.

When asked: “If you could say one word how you feel about Elizabeth Savitt what
would it be?”

“Ooh. Bad. Bad. Bad,” Simmonds responds.

“Is she not nice to you?” Simmonds is asked.

“No. Threatening,” the stroke victim manages to say.

When asked what the threats were, Simmonds struggles but manages to say:
“Nursing home.”

Schmidt said that Simmonds ended up in tears after speaking to Savitt on the
phone in February 2015. “To this day, Carla is scared to death of Savitt,” he said.
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Courtordered guardianship is designed to protect the wellbeing and finances of
incapacitated adults. Most of the time family members serve as guardians, but in
about onefourth of the cases, professional guardians such as Savitt are
appointed by judges.

The state Legislature has tried to reign in the industry after receiving numerous
reports of abuse, passing reforms to give the state more authority over guardians
and to hold them criminally accountable if they are abusive. But, more often than
not, families and loved ones of the ward are left to fight their own battles in front of
judges, footing the bill for their own attorneys.

After Schmidt’s lawyer filed an objection, Circuit Judge Karen Miller wouldn’t
immediately sign off on liquidating Simmonds’ IRA and encouraged a deposition
of Savitt about the issue and other disagreements.

But Judge Miller recused herself for reasons unknown in both the Simmonds and
Bach cases.

In the Bach guardianship, the ward’s daughter has been trying to get a judge to
sign off on Savitt’s resignation for nearly four months since she moved him to
Connecticut in December. Susan Bach said she felt pressured to sign a
settlement agreement to pay Savitt and Morris their fees.

“They said if I didn’t sign it and it went to a court hearing, they could still take
more money from dad and then he would be penniless. They could take money
for phone calls, for emails, court costs,” she said. “I am stuck. I have no leverage.
She has my father’s money. He only has $25,000 of his life savings left and they
want to take as much as possible.”

http://palmbeachhealthbeat.blog.mypalmbeachpost.com/2016/03/10/gov-scott-signs-guardianship-reform-law-to-protect-seniors/
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Frustrated, Susan Bach secured a court hearing set for Friday, May 27.

‘Crucial issues’

In the Simmonds case, Morris urged Judge Miller at a March 23 hearing not to
delay liquidating the $46,000 IRA and paying her fees: “We need to proceed your
honor, because these are crucial issues,” she said.

But Morris had received some money for her work. Records show that Savitt paid
attorney Morris at least a half dozen times about $6,000 total from the Simmonds
guardianship. When asked about the payments before judicial approval, Morris
said they are allowed under state guardianship law. “Correct fact but so what?”
she wrote in an email reply.

David Garten, Simmonds’ attorney who is paid by Schmidt, said Savitt and Morris’
desire to liquidate the IRA account to pay for a few thousand dollars in fees
wasn’t in the best interest of the stroke victim.

“So you are owed about $6,000? Why do you want to take the client’s retirement
account, cash it in, and get 50 cents on a dollar after taxes and penalties?”
Garten told The Post. “We were trying to understand what their logic is there.”

Savitt and Morris had other venues to draw their fees: $3,300 in the guardianship
accout, $1,500 a month from Social Security, $2,800 in Simmonds’ health savings
account and $5,000 owed from health insurance, according to court documents.

Garten said Schmidt has dedicated years of his retirement taking care of
Simmonds 24 hours a day — something no nursing home or hired caregiver
would do. “He is giving her the best of care,” he said.

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2839233-Morris-Taking-Fees-in-Simmonds.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2840698-Simmonds-Objection-IRA.html#document/p2/a296360
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Schmidt never imagined himself in his current situation. He had lost touch with
Simmonds after they briefly dated, but got a call from her attorney after the stroke.
He found out that he had her power of attorney over the $640,000 trust and had
been named her personal representative in case she died. He said he was
reluctant to sign on but was persuaded by the family.

He said Simmonds obviously had good reason to protect her assets: “She knew
her family better than I did.”

When Schmidt sought to be Simmonds’ permanent guardian, he ran into
opposition from the family and by the stroke victim’s courtappointed attorney at
the time. Savitt then entered the picture, appointed by Judge Jeffrey Gillen, who
then worked a few doors down from her husband.

Despite his negative experience, Schmidt still has faith in the guardianship
system.

“I have to believe there are people who know what they are doing and they do
give a little empathy back toward the ward,” he said “There has to be people out
there who don’t threaten people to get their way. And they do sit down and try to
understand the facts and work for the best interests of the ward and not for
themselves.”
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courtesy of Colin’s wife — professional guardian Elizabeth “Betsy” Savitt. Fees in
most of her cases were approved by another judge who is a friend of her
husband’s. Colin approved the fees of her lawyers in other cases.

www.mypalmbeachpost.com/guardianshipscolinsavitt/

Reader Comments 

Next Up in News

NEED TO KNOW
MORE?

Sign up for FREE Post 
newsletters. Travel, News, Golf and
more. Choose your favorites and
we’ll deliver.

1

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/world/cecil-lions-grandcubs-are-ready-carry-his-legacy-l/nrRSD/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/world/cecil-lions-grandcubs-are-ready-carry-his-legacy-l/nrRSD/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national/watch-police-use-canoe-rescue-dog-stranded-north-c/nrRR7/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national/watch-police-use-canoe-rescue-dog-stranded-north-c/nrRR7/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/feed/news/world/vietnamese-eager-to-show-off-country-to-world-when/fCMqWY/
http://www.palmbeachpost.com/newsletters/subscriptions/


5/22/2016 Judge's wife getting more complaints about guardianship fees | www.mypalmbeachpost.com

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/judges-wife-facing-more-complaints-about-guardians/nrQ4K/ 15/15

Vietnamese eager to show off country to world when Obama visits

Valedictorian banned from graduation ceremony
over facial hair

More Stories

NEWS

MARKETPLACE

AFFILIATES

ABOUT US

© 2016 Cox Media Group. By using this website, you accept the terms of our Visitor
Agreement and Privacy Policy, and understand your options regarding Ad Choices .

Learn about careers at Cox Media Group

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/feed/news/world/vietnamese-eager-to-show-off-country-to-world-when/fCMqWc/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national/valedictorian-banned-graduation-ceremony-over-faci/nrRRq/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/national/valedictorian-banned-graduation-ceremony-over-faci/nrRRq/
http://www.coxmediagroup.com/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/visitor_agreement/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/privacy_policy/
http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/privacy_policy/#ad-choices
http://jobs.coxmediagroup.com/



