
0 IN THE SUPREME COURT OF FLORIDA 
(Before a Referee) 

THE FLORIDA BAR, 

Complainant, 

V. 

AJ BLAKE, 

Respondent. 

Supreme Court Case 

No. SC22-123 

The Florida Bar File 

No. 2021-00,441(14) 

I ---------------
REPORT OF REFEREE 

I. SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS 

Pursuant to the undersigned being duly appointed as Referee to 

conduct disciplinary proceedings herein according to R. Regulating Fla. Bar, · 

3-7.6, the following proceedings occurred: 

On January 27, 2022, The Florida Bar filed its Complaint against 

respondent in these proceedings. On January 31, 2022, the Referee was 

appointed by the Chief Judge .of the First Judicial Circuit to hear this case. 

The Referee scheduled an Electronic Case Management Conference for 

February 28, 2022. Respondent was served three times with the Notice of 

Case Management Conference via her record Bar email address, and the 

second Notice was also sent by U.S. Mail to her record Bar address. When 

O respondent failed to timely answer the Florida Bar's Complaint, the Florida 
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Bar filed its Motion for Default with the Referee. On February 24, 2022. 

The Referee waited until February 28, 2022, to grant the Motion in case 

respondent appeared and submitted a response to the Motion for Default. 

On February 28, 2022, however, respondent failed to appear and the 

Referee entered an Order granting the Florida Bar's Motion for Default. 

The Referee scheduled a Final Sanction Hearing for April 29, 2022. 

A Notice of Final Sanction Hearing was sent to respondent via email and 

via certified return receipt mail at her record Bar address on March 2, 2022. 

Having received no contact from respondent, The Florida Bar sent the 

Florida Bar's staff investigator to personally serve the Notice of Final 

Sanction Hearing, but without success. Respondent did not appear at the 
I 

Final Sanction Hearing ·where the Florida Bar submitted its exhibits. All 

items properly filed including pleadings, exhibits in evidence and the report 

of referee constitute the record in this case and are forwarded to the 

Supreme Court of Florida. 

II. FINDINGS OF FACT 

Jurisdictional Statement. Respondent is, and at all times mentioned 

during this investigation was, a member of The Florida Bar, subject to the 

jurisdiction of the Supreme Court of Florida and the Rules Regulating The 

Florida Bar. 
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Narrative Summary Of Case. Based on the Motion and Order for 

Default, as well as the evidence presented at the Final Sanction Hearing, I 

hereby make the following findings of fact: 

A. On February 12, 2020, February 28, 2020, March 31, 2020 and 

April 15, 2020, the Florida Bar's Legal Specialization and Education 

Department ("LSE Department") sent respondent letters informing her that 

her Continuing Legal Education Requirement ("CLER") reporting deadline 

was April 30, 2020, and no Continuing Legal Education ("CLE") credits 

were completed. 

B. In March 2020, due to the Covid pandemic, all CLER deadlines 

were moved to December 31, 2020, thereby giving respondent an 

additional eight months to comply. 

C. On December 3, 2020, the LSE Department again sent 

respondent a letter informing her that to avoid being deemed delinquent on 

January 1, 2021, she needed to complete and post the required credits by 

December 31, 2020. 

D. Receiving no compliance from respondent, on February 2, 

2021, the Executive Director of The Florida Bar sent respondent a certified 

return receipt letter informing her that by not completing and reporting her 

CLE credits to The Florida Bar by January 1, 2021, she was now in 

3 



0 

0 

0 

noncompliance with the CLER and therefore a delinquent member, 

ineligible to practice law in accordance with R. Regulating Fla. Bar 6-

10.5(a) and 1-3.4(a). 

E. Despite all these notifications from The Florida Bar regarding 

compliance and her administrative suspension, advising that she was 

ineligible to practice law, respondent remained attorney of record in two 

cases in Panama City, Bay County, Florida. 

F. One case was a criminal case, State of Florida v. Herbert D. 

Touchstone, 2020-CF-4029, and another case was a civil case, Windsor v. 

Herbert D. Touchstone, 2020-CC-2751. 

G. While administratively suspended, on March 1, 2021, 

respondent sent a letter to the Clerk of Bay County Court on her law office 

letterhead stating that she was depositing the $714.00 rental payment into 

the Registry of the Court on behalf of her client. She signed the letter 

which stated in the signature block: "A J Blake, Attorney at Law." 

H. On April 29, 2021, respondent appeared in court in the criminal 

case representing her client while administratively suspended. 

I. On April 30, 2021, respondent appeared in court for the final 

hearing in the civil case while administratively suspended, advising the 

presiding judge that she could not proceed with the case that day due to an 
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"ethical conflict" with her client, Mr. Touchstone, who was not present on 

that day. 

J. Immediately prior to the final hearing in the civil case, 

respondent sent an email to opposing counsel alleging an "ethical situation" 

that prohibited her from complying with the discovery schedule and court 

orders, and presented a settlement offer on behalf of her client to opposing 

counsel. 

K. Respondent had failed to file an answer in the civil case and 

was ordered to do so by the court. When she failed to comply with the 

court's order, the judge entered a default against her client on count one, 

the eviction issue, and set a final hearing on June 30, 2021, to determine 

count two, the damages issue. 

L. On June 30, 2021, neither respondent nor her client appeared 

for the final hearing on the damages count and the court entered a final 

judgment in favor of the opposing party. 

M. The civil case was reopened when opposing counsel filed a 

Motion for Writ of Garnishment on Regions Bank that was eventually 

dismissed because the money in Mr. Touchstone's bank was federally 

protected. The civil case was closed on August 26, 2021. 

0 N. Respondent never withdrew from the civil case. 
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0. On May 4, 2021, The Florida Bar sent respondent a 15-day 

letter, but she failed to respond. 

P. On July 15, 2021, respondent signed a Notice of Substitution of 

Counsel in the Touchstone criminal case, and another attorney was 

substituted on the case. 

Q. On the Notice of Substitution of Counsel, respondent signed as 

"A J Blake, Attorney at Law" and failed to designate her Florida Bar 

Number. 

R. On July 22, 2021, bar counsel sent respondent a Notice of 

Assignment of Investigating Member, which instructed respondent to 

contact the investigating member within 10 days, but she again failed to 

respond to the grievance committee investigating mem_ber. 

S. As of April 28, 2022, respondent had 22.5 general CLE credits 

completed, but was still in need of 10.5 general CLE credits in order to 

complete her prior CLER cycle from April 1, 2017, through April 30, 2020. 

T. To date, respondent remains administratively suspended and 

ineligible to practice law. 

U. Respondent failed to participate in the disciplinary process at 

the staff and grievance committee level. 
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V. Although respondent was served with The Florida Bar 

complaint, she failed to timely answer the Complaint. 

W. Despite attempts to notice respondent of the referee 

proceedings, respondent failed to appear at the Case Management 

Conference and the Final Sanction Hearing scheduled by the Referee. 

Ill. RECOMMENDATIONS AS TO GUil T. 

I recommend that respondent be found guilty of violating the following 

Rules Regulating The Florida Bar: 1-3.4 (CLER Delinquent Members and 

CLER Exempt Member); 1-3.6 (Delinquent Members); 4-1.16(a) (When 

Lawyer must terminate Representation); 4-8.4(c) (A Lawyer shall not 

engage in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or 

misrepresentation); 4-8.4(d) (A Lawyer shall not engage in conduct in 

connection with the practice oflaw that is prejudicial to the administration of 

justice), and 4-8.4(g) (Failure to Respond to the Florida Bar). 

Respondent will eliminate all indicia of respondent's status as an 

attorney on email, social media, telephone listings, stationery, checks, 

business cards, office signs or any other indicia whatsoever of 

respondent's status as an attorney. 

7 



0 

0 

0 

IV. STANDARDS FOR IMPOSING LAWYER SANCTIONS 

I considered the following Standards prior to recommending 

discipline: 

5.1 Failure to Maintain Personal Integrity 

(b) Suspension 

Suspension is appropriate when a lawyer knowingly engages in 
conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or 
misrepresentation that is not included elsewhere in this 
subdivision and that adversely reflects on the lawyer's fitness to 
practice law. 

6.1 False Statements, Fraud, Misrepresentation 

(b) Suspension 

Suspension is appropriate when a lawyer knows that false 
statements or documents are being submitted to the court or 
that material information is being withheld and takes no 
remedial action. 

6.2 Abuse of Legal Process 

(b) Suspension 

Suspension is appropriate when a lawyer knowingly violates a 
court order or rule and causes injury or potential injury to a 
client or a party or causes interference or potential interference 
with a legal proceeding. 

7.1 Deceptive Conduct or Unreasonable or Improper Fees 

(b) Suspension 

Suspension is appropriate when a lawyer knowingly engages in 
conduct that is a violation of a duty owed as a professional,and 
causes injury or potential injury to a client, the public, or the 
legal system. 
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V. CASE LAW 

I considered the following case law prior to recommending discipline: 

TFB v. Roberts, 789 So.2d 284 (Fla. 2001) - The Court imposed a 
90-day suspension - The attorney violated The Florida Bar's Rules 
requiring reporting of CLER, and the attorney practiced law after he 
was suspended, he engaged in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, 
and misrepresentation. The latter violation involved his testimony 
before the grievance committee stating that he was an active member 
in good standing in The Florida Bar, when he knew, or should have 
known that he was CLER delinquent. The Referee recommended a 
90-day suspension, but the Bar sougt;lt disbarment. The Court 
discussed the Weil case where the attorney was given a 6-month 
suspension for not only failing to meet the CLER Rule, but also 
practicing while suspended, and ignoring the disciplinary 
proceedings. He had one prior discipline, but it was not the same type 
of violation. 

i:FB v. Summers, 728 So.2d 739 (Fla. 1999)-The Court imposed a 
91-day suspension and _Ethics School - The attorney failed to follow 
the judge's orders, to respond to the Florida Bar and to appear at the 
final hearing. 

TFB v. Jones, 543 So. 2d 751 (Fla. 1989) - The Court imposed a 91-
day suspension for neglect of one client matter and failure to 
participate in the Bar proceedings. The attorney had no prior 
discipline. The referee specifically noted the attorney's total lack of 
cooperation with The Florida Bar during these proceedings was the 
same callous disregard for the proceedings of The Florida Bar as he 
had shown toward his client's legal matter in the case. 

VI. RECOMMENDATION AS TO DISCIPLINARY MEASURES TO BE 
APPLIED 

I recommend that Respondent be found guilty of misconduct justifying 

disciplinary measures, and that she be disciplined by: 

A. A 91-day suspension pursuant to R. Regulating Fla. Bar 
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3-5.1 (e); 

B. The completion of all CLE requirements before application for 

reinstatement; and. 

C. Payment of The Florida Bar's costs in these proceedings. 

VII. PERSONAL HISTORY, PAST DISCIPLINARY RECORD 

Prior to recommending discipline pursuant to Rule 3-7.6(m)(1 )(D), I 

considered the following: 

Personal History of Respondent: 

Age: 54 

3-3.2 Date admitted to the Bar: October 2, 1995 

Standard 3.2-Aggravation 

(b) Aggravating Factors: I hereby find the following aggravating 

factors: 

(2) dishonest or selfish motive-respondent tried to conceal that 
she was administratively suspended. She failed to inform the 
criminal or civil court of her suspension and withdraw from the 
cases. She represented to opposing counsel and court that she 
had an ethical conflict with her client. 

(3) a pattern of misconduct-respondent was advised on 
numerous occasions by Notices from the Florida Bar that her 
CLER was due. She failed to complete her CLER and was 
administratively suspended on February 2, 2021. She knew, or 
should have known, that she was administratively suspended 
yet continued to represent a client in both his criminal and civil 
cases. She failed to respond to The Florida Bar, The Florida 
Bar's complaint, or to participate in the disciplinary proceedings. 
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(4) multiple offenses-6 rule violations 

(5) bad faith obstruction of the disciplinary proceeding-respondent 
failed to respond to the Complaint, to appear at the case 
management conference or final sanc!io11 hearing, 

(9) substantial experience in the practice of law-admitted 19,95 

Standard 3.3-Mitigation 

(b) Mitigating Factors: I hereby find the following mitigating factors: 

(1) absence of a prior disciplinary record. 

VIII. STATEMENT OF COSTS AND MANNER IN WHICH COSTS 
SHOULD BE TAXED 

Bar: 

I find the following costs were reasonably incurred by The Florida 

Administrative Fee 
Investigative Costs 
Court Reporter's Fees 

TOTAL 

$1,250.00 
372.40 
150.00 

$1,772.40 

It is recommended that such costs be charged to respondent and that 

interest at the statutory rate shall accrue and be deemed delinquent 30 

days after the judgment in this case becomes final unless paid in full or 

otherwise deferred by the Board of Governors of The Florida Bar. 

Dated this 25th day of July, 2022. 
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Original To: 

es;.qf:;!l;;;c:LESYO\JNG 
on 07/25/2022 13:15: l~ clAj~5wBP · 

Judge Charles Philip Young 
Referee 
M. C. Blanchard Judicial Building 
190 W Government Street 
Pensacola, FL 32502-5773 

Clerk of the Supreme Court of Florida; Supreme Court Building; 500 South 
Duval Street, Tallahassee, Florida, 32399-1927 

Conformed Copies to: 

A J Blake, Respondent, at ajblake1 blakelaw@aol.com 

Olivia Paiva Klein, Bar Counsel, The Florida Bar, at oklein@floridabar.org 

Patricia Ann Toro Savitz, Staff Counsel, The Florida Bar, at 
psavitz@floridabar.org 
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