
Oregon State Bar Judicial Voters Guide 2020  

 

Candidate Questions: 
 
1) Full name: Sonia Alisa Montalbano 

 

2) Campaign website (if applicable): 
 
https://www.soniaforjudge.com/ 

 

3) List college and law school attended, including dates of attendance, and 
degrees awarded. 

 

• Adelphi University: 9/87 – 12/87 (N/A) 
• The American Academy of Dramatic Arts: 1/88 – 12/88 (N/A) 
• C.U.N.Y., Hunter College: 2/89 – 5/92 B.A. Philosophy 
• Northwestern School of Law at Lewis & Clark College: 9/93 – 5/96 

 
 
4) List employment since graduation from law school, including years 
employed, your position and the nature of the practice or activity. 

 
Grubb & Ellis: 9/96 – 5/97: Retail Leasing Associate and Marketing 

Contract Lawyer: 2/97 – 6/97: Self-employed, various matters 

Cobb & Woodworth, LLP: 6/97 – 4/01: Associate Attorney, 

employment law,  business law, criminal defense, domestic 

relations, contract disputes, personal injury, attorney fees 

Cobb, Bosse & Montalbano: 5/01 – 8/02: Partner, employment law, business law,   
criminal defense, domestic relations, contract disputes, personal injury, attorney fees 

 
Sonia Montalbano, Attorney at Law, LLC: 9/02 – 8/05: Owner, employment law, 
business law, criminal defense, domestic relations, contract disputes, personal injury, 
land use, attorney fees 
 
 

 
 
 

http://www.soniaforjudge.com/


Elliott, Ostrander & Preston, PC: 8/05 - 9/18: Associate/Shareholder, employment 
law, business law, criminal defense, domestic relations, contract disputes, personal 
injury, land use, elder abuse, copyright, attorney fees 

 
McKean Smith, LLC: 10/18 – Present: Of Counsel, employment law, business law, 
criminal defense, contract disputes, personal injury; land use 
 

 
5) List state and federal bars, courts and administrative bodies to which you are 
currently admitted. 

 
• Oregon State Bar 
• Washington State Bar 
• U.S. District Court, District of Oregon 

 
 
6) If desired, list any publications and/or articles you have authored. 

 
Oregon State Bar CLE on Arbitration and Mediation, 2019: Co-authored chapter 
“Ethics and Advocacy” 
 

 
7) If desired, list any community, teaching or civic activities. 

 
Gus J. Solomon Inn of Court: President, 2018 – 2020; Executive Committee Member, 
2010 – 2018 

 
Oregon State Bar House of Delegates: 2016 – 2019 

 
Multnomah County Circuit Courts, Arbitrator: January 2009 – Present 

Campaign for Equal Justice: Advisory Committee, 2011 – Present 

Human Access Project: Board of Directors, 2017 – 2020; volunteer, 2013 – 2017 
 
I have given more than twenty continuing legal education (CLE) and other 
presentations to lawyers on a variety of topics over the years. Most recently I 
presented a CLE on employment law issues at the Annual Meeting of the Family 
Law Section of the Oregon State Bar (October 2018) and a CLE on attorney fees for 
the Oregon Women Lawyers, along with Judge Mary James Merten (April 2018). 

 
Lewis & Clark Law School Mentor/Mentee Program: 1997 – 2000, 2018 – Present 

Oregon State Bar Volunteer Mentor Program: 2015 - 2016 



Citizens Advisory Committee for the Master Plan for Lents Park: Appointed by 
Commissioner Nick Fish 

 
Oregon League of Conservation Voters, Multnomah County Steering Committee: 
September 2000 – December 2008, 2010 – 2012 (approx.) 

 
SE Works: Board of Directors, 2009 – 2011, 2013 – 2014 

 
Portland City Club: 2010, Committee Member, prepared report on legalization of 
medical marijuana 

 
Orlo: Board of Directors 1997 – 1999 

 
I have served as an auctioneer and emcee for a variety of nonprofits in Portland, 
Oregon, and helped raise over $2 million in donations. These include, but are not 
limited to, Oregon League of Minority Voters; Women for Women; SE Works; Oregon 
Literacy Project; Portland Opera Guild; Portland State University Opera and Choral 
Program; Oregon Women Lawyers; Rose Haven; Oregon Wild; P:ear; Wholistic Peace 
Institute; and Body Vox. 
 

 
8) What is the general character of your practice? If desired, please indicate any 
legal areas in which you concentrate. 

 
My practice focuses on employment and commercial law, representing both 
employers and employees. I have represented individuals and business owners in 
matters involving wage and hour issues, discrimination, harassment, retaliatory 
discharge, policies and procedures, contract disputes and negotiations, severance 
packages, entity formation, embezzlement, unemployment matters, and more. 
Most recently I have been advising countless businesses and individuals on how to 
navigate the Covid-19 situation, directing them to resources, explaining the new 
laws, and guiding health care providers on how to respond to instructions by 
hospital administrators to forego personal protective equipment. 

 
I believe my breadth of experience and proficiency across many areas of the law is 
particularly of note. For example, I occasionally handle significant personal injury 
cases and have handled matters including family law, probate, and estates. I have 
handled a significant number of attorney fee disputes and have testified as an 
expert on this issue, including on behalf of the Oregon State Bar. Finally, I have also 
handled misdemeanor criminal matters, such as DUII, Reckless Driving, and Assault. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



9) Describe any litigation practice in the last five (5) years and address both the 
courts and types of cases. 

 
Most recently, I completed a two-week jury trial in Multnomah County Circuit 
Court. The matter involved suing a transportation agency for significant traumatic 
injuries to my client. The client was awarded substantial damages and resulted in 
the largest payout in history by that agency. 

 
I have recently resolved several cases in U.S. District Court in Oregon. Most 
recently I represented a client in her discrimination claim based on pregnancy and 
taking protected leave. Another involved an employee whose employer 
mischaracterized him as a “manager” in an attempt to avoid paying overtime. I 
have also defended similar cases in District Court. I served as local counsel 
representing one of the entities involved in the lawsuit between Family Care and 
the Oregon Health Authority. 

 
In the last two years, I have litigated several matters in Circuit Courts in connection 
with the reasonableness of attorney fees sought by the lawyers who handled the 
cases. In one case, my firm represented the mother of a decedent’s children. We 
successfully challenged the attorney fees sought by the lawyers in connection with 
their work obtaining insurance proceeds, which were unreasonable considering the 
circumstances. In another case, we challenged the attorney fees sought by an 
attorney following his client’s acceptance of an Offer of Judgment in a property 
dispute. This involved essentially relitigating the entire case and the court reduced 
the fees sought by tens of thousands of dollars. 
 

 
10) Describe any appellate court experience not included above. 

 
I have argued before the Oregon Court of Appeals on two occasions and worked on 
several briefs that were argued by other attorneys in my firm at the time. Two of 
the cases made new law in Oregon. See Mantia v. Hansen, 190 Or. App. 412 (2003) 
(holding that attorneys are not immune from lawsuits for claims of intentional 
interference with business relations) and Woods v. Carl’s Junior, 341 Or. 549 (2006) 
(holding that a demand sent by letter to the defendant’s place of business is 
sufficient to trigger liability for attorney fees under ORS 20.080). 
 

 
11) Describe any experience serving as an arbitrator or mediator. 

 
I have been proud to serve as an arbitrator in the Multnomah County Circuit Court 
as part of the state’s mandatory arbitration program. In that capacity, I have 
weighed and ruled on evidentiary matters, including credibility of witnesses and 
proof of damages. It is my practice to issue letter opinions explaining the legal and  
 
 



factual basis for each of my decisions, which provides the litigants with an 
understanding as to why I made my decision and gives them a better understanding 
of the legal system. I also use those letters as an opportunity to provide guidance to 
younger attorneys on ways to improve their skills as they continue with their 
practice. 

 
12) List any experience you have as a pro tem or municipal judge, and the 
names of the courts you have served. 

 
N/A 
 

 
13) List any bar association memberships, and if desired, any offices held or 
committee/project assignments. 
Current 
Multnomah Bar Association 
Oregon Women Lawyers, Oregon Workplace Taskforce: Co-chair of Policy 
Committee and member of Resource Committee 
Previous 
Oregon Trial Lawyers 
Oregon Association of Defense Counsel 
Oregon Criminal Defense Lawyers 
Association 
 

14) Have you ever been convicted of or pleaded guilty to a violation of any 
federal, state, county or municipal law, regulation or ordinance? If so, please 
give details. Do not include or parking offenses or traffic violations for which a 
fine of less than $500 was imposed. 

 
No. 
 

 
15) Have you ever been the subject of a formal disciplinary proceeding as an 
attorney? If so, please give the particulars and the result. **Include only 
proceedings that were authorized for prosecution by the SPRB. 

 
No. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



16) Why do you want to be a judge? 
 
I grew up on Long Island, New York, where my grandparents settled after 
immigrating from Sicily. My childhood taught me the value of community and giving 
back, listening carefully, and working with people of diverse backgrounds. 

 
Attorneys, by the very nature of our profession, are public servants. Our job, at its 
core, is to help people who are faced with problems. Judges play an even more 
crucial role in the legal process, because they are on the front lines of many of the 
issues facing our community today. It is critical that litigants feel they are treated 
fairly by the legal system. Because of both my personal and professional 
backgrounds, I believe I am in a unique position to accomplish this on the bench. 

 
I believe courts need to be flexible, innovative, and compassionate about the 
people in front of them. I have been fortunate to practice in a community where 
the judges I have appeared before and engaged with on a regular basis are 
examples of how to serve the community. Sometimes they do so by making difficult 
but necessary decisions that allow parties to move forward. Sometimes they do this 
by serving as a settlement judge, suggesting options that the attorneys have not 
thought of. 
Sometimes they do so by recognizing that proposed solutions will only exacerbate 
the problem, and they come up with or support creative solutions that get to the 
root of problems, such as alternative courts (e.g., drug court or community court), 
which reduce the chances of repeat offenders. Whenever they do so, it is critical 
that they ensure that the individuals who appear before them feel that they are 
being heard, respected, and treated fairly. Integrity in the justice system is critically 
important, now more than ever before in my lifetime. I hope to do my part to 
maintain and improve on that. 

 
As a Multnomah County Circuit Court Judge, I will bring smart, creative solutions to 
fundamental issues facing the courts, including houselessness, mental health, racial 
injustice and economic disparity, inadequately funded public legal representation, 
and access to our judicial system. 
 

 
17) Briefly describe your philosophy of the judicial role, the qualities that are 
most important for the role, and the greatest challenges to the role. 

 
Judges must have compassion, empathy, and a knowledge of the law. They must be 
able to connect with the lawyers and the litigants who appear before them, 
regardless of culture or life experiences. It is also important that they be able to 
explain complicated legal issues to less experienced lawyers and litigants, many of 



whom are unrepresented or from different cultures or languages than the court’s 
mainstream. 

 
The greatest challenges to being able to do this are time and resources, both of 
which are limited based on the current judicial budget and the number of cases that 
come before the courts. There is never enough time, there is always another 
argument to consider, so judges must be comfortable with making tough decisions 
in less than optimal circumstances. This will become even more true as we battle 
the Covid-19 crisis, which will deeply impact state and municipal budgets. For this 
reason, it is critical that judges also have a work ethic that will drive them to do 
whatever is necessary to achieve the best outcome possible in the time they have 
with the available information. 
 

 
18) Briefly describe a case, or a legal issue on which you worked, of which you 
are particularly proud, or which is reflective of your legal ability, work ethic, 
judicial philosophy, or temperament. 

 
I have the ability to do the work necessary to handle any matter that comes before 
me, even those that I am unfamiliar with. One case that demonstrates this is where 
I had previously represented an author in connection with negotiating book 
contracts over the years. He co-authored a nonfiction book that became a New York 
Times  best seller, Three Cups of Tea. Several years later, someone challenged the 
accuracy of some of the statements in the book. An attorney in Montana filed a 
class action lawsuit alleging multiple claims: conspiracy, fraud, breach of contract, 
violations of the RICO statute, and more. They sued the publisher, the subject of the 
book, his charity, and my client. 

 
Because of our history the client wanted me to represent him, despite the fact I 
had never been involved in a class action lawsuit, and many of these issues were 
new to me. I researched the law and worked diligently to get up to speed. I 
collaborated with nationally renowned attorneys representing the co-defendants, 
all of whom had much more experience than me at the time. We strategized how 
to respond to the many amended versions of the complaint. I came up with novel 
arguments that they agreed would be persuasive. Ultimately, after two oral 
arguments, we succeeded in getting the case dismissed, with prejudice, and an 
opinion from the judge about the frivolous nature of the complaint. I’m proud of 
how I successfully handled this difficult work that was new to me. 

 
Tragically, the dismissal was not enough to prevent my client from taking his own 
life. From this case I learned about much more than my abilities as a lawyer, 
especially under pressure. The fuller lesson, which I will carry with me as a judge, is 
that every party is a human being; even a business is made up of human beings.  
 
 
 



It is essential that all involved in a lawsuit, the litigants, the attorneys, and the 
judge, keep that in mind. I will bring that experience to the bench, and it will affect 
how I approach those who appear before me. 
 

 
19) Briefly describe an issue, related to Oregon's justice system, that 
concerns you, or that you have interest in working toward improving. 

 
Our legal system is complicated for most people (even, sometimes, for those who 
work within it). Throughout my legal career, I have tried to help people who are 
unfamiliar with the legal system who suddenly find themselves caught up in it. An 
essential part of my job is to explain “how the legal system works” to my clients in a 
way that they grasp and can use going forward. Often, these clients are employees 
and small-business owners. I do this, in part, to help them avoid finding themselves 
involved in future litigation that could have been avoided. 

 
The judicial system is overwhelmed by pro se litigants in all areas of the law. I want 
to create a program that provides anyone who finds themselves in court with an 
easy-to-understand, basic explanation of the process. This will allow the litigants 
to feel more comfortable, and help speed up matters in the pipeline, allowing for 
more cases to be heard in less time. Even a rudimentary understanding of 
timelines and basic procedure will help. I am committed to developing a program 
for this to reach across cultures. 
 

 
20) Briefly describe a legal figure, personal, fictional or historical, whom you 
admire and why. 

 
I first felt a connection to Ruth Bader Ginsberg when I learned about her as a 
teenager from my father. They have similar backgrounds: Both are children of 
immigrants, roughly the same age, and grew up in Brooklyn. Both are highly 
intelligent, and both lost a parent when they were in high school. But while my 
father’s education ended in the tenth grade, so he could support his mother and 
sister, Justice Ginsberg continued on to Harvard and Columbia Law Schools. She 
dedicated her career to representing individuals and ideals that she believed in, 
arguing for equitable treatment for women and men under the law. She was held 
up to me as an example of what I could accomplish if I put my mind to it, no matter 
how humble my family’s beginnings. I have also appreciated her ability to get along 
with colleagues who disagreed with her (most famously, Antonin Scalia). I believe 
her ability to do so reflects one of my own beliefs: regardless of whether we agree 
on something, we are all connected. 
 
 
 
 

 



21) State any other information that you regard as pertinent to your 
candidacy. 

 
Throughout my career, I have intentionally taken steps that would provide me with 
experiences I believed would assist me in my role as a judge. Anyone elected or 
appointed will face a learning curve, but mine will be less steep because of my 
choices to practice in a wide variety of areas of the law, serve our community in 
myriad ways, and create meaningful connections with lawyers, judges, and even 
elected leaders who are part of Oregon’s legal community. This is evidenced by the 
number of active and former judges who have endorsed my candidacy, thirteen in 
total, including nine currently on the bench in Multnomah and Clackamas County 
Circuit Courts and one from the Court of Appeals. I believe that is because they 
know I am ready to serve alongside them on the bench, which is an honor in itself. 

 
Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Warmly

, Sonia 


