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My wife and I created the Center for Estate Administration Reform (CEAR) in 2018 with
Colorado probate litigator Athena Roe. We formed CEAR due to the pronounced issues with
adult guardianships nationwide, and in Colorado. Our expertise comes from investigating 100s
of cases nationwide from 2013-2018. CEAR is a nationwide advocacy group and a registered
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. We advocate for individuals victimized by predatory
guardians, conservators, trustees, and attorneys. We have counseled dozens of Colorado victims
and over 5,000 cases nationwide. Our website is https://www.cearjustice.org; we also have a
Facebook page (CEAR).

I have close knowledge of the Colorado guardianship system. Our evidence goes far
beyond victim stories. Since 2013, we have counseled dozens of Colorado victims in the state
and out of state. Second, CEAR has analyzed data from the state Administration of Courts that
demonstrates an unchecked growth in adult guardianships and the commitment of the Colorado
Supreme Court to keep the public in the dark by sealing all adult guardianship records. We also
supported guardianship reform efforts in Colorado, including a 2017 effort by then Rep. Laura
Woods and a 2022 effort by Rep. Kim Ransom. Both efforts were defeated by opposition from
guardianship professionals and attorneys who profit from the current system, and by the judges
who hear guardianship cases, notably Judge Elizabeth Leith of the Denver Probate Court . The
professionals prefer the current system, in which cases are closed, transparency is minimal, and
money can be made in the dark. Third, CEAR assisted the US Department of Justice in their
investigation of the Colorado guardianship system, leading to a lawsuit against the State of
Colorado secking relief for systematic abuses, U.S. v. State of Colorado, Case 1:23-cv-02538 (D.
Colo.) and to a detailed Settlement Agreement in 2025.1

CEAR estimates more than 20,000 Coloradans and over $4 billion in assets are subject to
adult guardianship. The system consumes nearly $1 billion in new assets and 3,000 new wards
each year.

A classic pattern for a predatory guardianship is to isolate the ward, defame legitimate
protectors, and liquidate the estate. We have reviewed a number of suspect cases overseen by
Judge Leith. Her decisions very much fit this pattern. She often approves guardianships on an
ex parte basis based on unsubstantiated claims, further supported by claims of an emergency, and
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without notice to the ward or the ward’s family. A true emergency rarely exists. The next step is
to remove the ward from his or her home, place the ward in a supporting residence; isolate the
ward, deny the ward contact with the family; and approve a professional guardian when
legitimate less costly and restrictive options are available. Judge Leith routinely approves huge
levels of professional fees; and approves selling the ward’s home and other properties to pay
professional fees after the ward’s cash is spent.

I want to highlight one especially problematic aspect of Judge Leith’s actions. She has
repeatedly refused to honor decisions by other courts and arbitration panels. This should be
completely unacceptable, for any judge. Few families have the resources to fight against and
ultimately win against a judge who ignores orders from other courts or tribunals. I will offer four
examples known to me. Many more likely exist.

Paul Horn case (2017PR30071). In 2011, Paul Horn obtained litigation funding from a
Hong Kong based litigation funding firm. He agreed that if the lawsuit succeeded, he would pay
the funder the greater of $5 million or 5% of the award. Horn settled the lawsuit for $57 million,
but refused to pay. The funder sought to enforce the arbitration award in Hong Kong; the Hong
Kong arbitration panel ruled in his favor. Separately, in 2017, Judge Leith approved a
conservatorship over Horn. In 2020, she refused to honor the Hong Kong arbitration award,
calling the funder’s claim “frivolous.” A news story concluded, “It’s worth saying again: The
Denver Probate Court’s decision is pretty extraordinary.”? Years of federal court litigation
followed; the arbitration award was upheld in 2024.3 Whether the funder has succeeded in
collecting the award in Judge Leith’s court is not publicly known.

Sharon Wells case (2017PR30772). Sharon Wells was placed into an involuntary
guardianship by Judge Leith in 2017. Her estate should have been protected the need for
guardianship or conservatorship, by a durable power of attorney (DPOA) held by her son, David
Wells and an irrevocable trust, with her sons David and Greg Wells as co-trustees, which held
most of her assets. Judge Leith overrode the DPOA, ignored the trust, and appointed a guardian
and conservator, who sold one property owned by Sharon Wells after another, using the proceeds
to pay their own fees. David and Greg Wells obtained a California court order authorizing their
mother to move to California, near their sister. Judge Leith refused to allow the move. Sharon
Wells died in 2024, still in Colorado.

Ryan Tracy case (2014PR31475). Ryan Tracy was in a bus accident in 2004, which left
him with poor short-term memory, but otherwise competent. He completed college and then
served in the National Guard affer the accident. In 2014, he moved to Colorado and was placed
into an involuntary conservatorship by Judge Leith. He moved back to the East Coast, and was
found competent by a Florida court in 2021 after medical examination by a 3-person, court-
appointed team of professionals. He sought to terminate the Colorado conservatorship; Judge
Leith refused to honor the Florida decision. She ordered him to obtain yet another evaluation,
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which found him competent. Judge Leith ignored this evaluation as well. As of this writing, Mr.
Tracy is still trying to end the Colorado conservatorship and regain control of his own money.

Joanne Black case (2012PR1772) Joanne Black was placed into a Colorado
conservatorship while temporarily in Colorado in 2012. She returned to her New York home,
living independently, and was found competent and not to need a conservator by a New York
court in 2016. Judge Leith refused to honor the N.Y. decision. Joanne died in 2025, still subject
to a Colorado conservatorship. Judge Leith also ignored a FINRA arbitration decision freezing
Black family trusts that were being spent by her conservator on litigation against the Black
family, and an Illinois federal court order further freezing the trusts. Instead of honoring the
federal court order, she wrote that “The Court finds this attempt to weaponize [the federal]
Court’s Order . . . is repugnant and shocking to the conscience of the Court.”* She ordered that
the frozen assets be deposited in her court, directly contrary to the federal court’s freeze. She
also declared Joanne’s brother, Bernard, in contempt of court and ordered him arrested, for not
depositing the frozen funds with her court. The federal court had stated that “any reasonable
probate judge” would say, “okay, I understand, you shouldn't be held in contempt because there
are other court orders out there that are preventing you from complying.”s

In the period that I have been running CEAR, I have heard many horror stories about
predatory conservatorships, in many courts. Sadly, we have confirmed too many judges
nationwide that seem to be blinded by their hubris as they exercise their commitment to reward
their loyal brethren of the Bar before them who make their living creating and managing
involuntary, unnecessary, and too often criminally intent conservatorships and guardianships.
Who disciplines judges with poor judgement when the system is designed by the insiders to
protect the insiders? Without executive and legislative leadership taking action, existing statutes
will continue to be broken and the innocent and their loved ones will continue to be targeted and
exploited by the weaponization of Colorado Probate Courts.

Sincerely yours, H/Y M‘

Richard Black
Executive Director-CEAR
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