






While studying at USC Law, Valorie J. Vega ’82 took courses in
mental health law simply because she found them interesting.
Little did she know how much the classes would benefit her in
the long run.

“Back then, I had no idea how practical and useful they would
be for my career path,” says Vega, a veteran jurist in Nevada’s
Clark County, who presided over a lower court’s mental health
program early in her judicial career. The job required her to inter-
face with administrators in the state’s mental health system, psy-
chologists, psychiatrists and mental health social workers — and
understand their processes, diagnoses, prescriptions and lexicon. 

Now, as a district court judge, Vega sentences many people
with varying degrees of mental illness in a caseload that is 50 
percent civil and 50 percent criminal. If probation is granted, she
can impose conditions that include an appropriate treatment plan
for counseling and medication.

As part of the Clark County courts, Vega also has presided over
many unique — sometimes high-profile — cases that fall under
the “only in Las Vegas” category, including a wrongful termination
suit against illusionists Siegfried and Roy, brought by a profession-
al lion tamer; the Stratosphere Hotel and Casino’s lawsuit against
the Las Vegas City Council for denying its application to run a
rollercoaster ride off the top of its tower, across the Strip and 
onto Las Vegas Boulevard; and a prostitute she convicted who,
upon release from custody, sued Vega in small claims court for 
lost wages. 

Vega also vividly recalls her most rewarding case as deputy dis-
trict attorney. It began with one victim, who said she was sexually
assaulted by her doctor in his medical office. After the defendant’s
arrest was televised, an additional 47 victims contacted Vega.
Ultimately, nearly 100 witnesses testified during the month-long
trial, and today the defendant remains incarcerated in the Nevada
Department of Corrections.

Throughout her career on and off the bench, Vega credits 
her USC Law education for helping her succeed.

“The caliber of training I received was phenomenal,” she says.
“To this day, I apply the knowledge I gained from my USC pro-
fessors on a daily basis.” 

Vega became a Clark County deputy district attorney in 1984
and was instrumental in implementing the office’s first sexual
assault and child abuse team. She was appointed to municipal
court in 1989 and was retained and re-elected by voters until her
resignation in 1999 to accept then-Nevada Gov. Kenny Guinn’s
appointment to the district court.

“It’s a very exciting time to be a jurist in Nevada because our
state has grown so quickly in population,” Vega says. “Since we’re
one of the newer states in the country, our body of law is small,
but it’s expanding rapidly.”

Before attending law school, Vega, who is fluent in Spanish,
supervised interpreters for the Eighth Judicial District Court in
Las Vegas. In 2005 she received the Mignon Cardenas Lifetime
Achievement Award from the Nevada Association of Court
Interpreters and Translators.

In 2006 the USC La Raza Law Student Association presented
Vega the Judge Armendariz Community Service Award, given
annually to a judge who has demonstrated a commitment to civil
rights generally and to issues affecting the Latino community.

“I was especially excited to receive the award from La Raza
because I had been a member of the organization when I was at
law school,” says Vega. “It was really nice to come back to campus
and reminisce about my time at USC.”

—  Jennalyn Magtoto
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I
’ve never been all that comfortable calling up strangers on the
phone, and so it was with considerable trepidation that I dialed
the number of a woman I didn’t know who had suffered some-
thing I could not imagine: the loss of her young firefighter son
in the attacks of September 11, 2001.  
Far from my comfort zone of abstract economic models and

legal materials, I was embarking on my first foray into interview
research as part of my work on the problems of cost, delay and
dysfunction in modern legal systems. I wanted to investigate how
the injured and the families of those killed on 9/11 approached
the extraordinary choice they faced between accepting a check 
for their losses from the Victim Compensation Fund and pursuing
civil lawsuits against those they believed might have contributed
to their losses — airlines with lax security or skyscraper owners
with inadequate fire protections. 

But what on earth, I wondered, could I possibly say to this
mother? How could I ask the person who would answer this
phone in a modest bungalow in New Jersey what she thought 
of the legal system when she had lost a son in a terrorist attack?
What right did I have to treat her as a subject of intellectual
curiosity? I anticipated the questions would gum up in my mouth
like paste as I waded through awkward silences and the fear of
giving offense.  

When the woman — call her Doreen — answered the phone, 
I quickly learned that my job was not to talk but to listen. My
opening academic question — “I’m interested in learning about
how you viewed the choice between the Victim Compensation
Fund and filing a lawsuit” — drew forth first a sharp retort —
“We had no choice” — and then a flood of keen insights shot
through with raw emotion.    

Doreen was someone neither incapacitated by grief and anger
nor in need of my cool external perspective to probe for the
abstract implications of her personal experience. She had thought
deeply about what her anguish over a “choice” we often treat as
mundane — between money and litigation — meant for her coun-
try, citizenship and the courts. It was wrong, she told me, to set up
a system that pressured people into giving up their rights to use
the courts to find out what happened, to hold people accountable,

and to trigger a process that could change how things are done in
the future. “The founding fathers,” she said, “would be turning 
in their graves” if they knew that the democracy they had created
dangled millions of dollars in front of people to encourage them 
to fall back into the unseen pool of passive citizens.   

Doreen broke into tears as she told me about the deep shame
she felt when she ultimately gave in and accepted the money
from the VCF. Taking that blood money, she said, felt like a
betrayal of her son and her country. It meant abandoning her civic
duty to find out what happened and to play a role in setting it
right for the future.  

My phone call with Doreen was one of many (indeed,
“Doreen” is a composite to preserve confidentiality), all of which
taught me the same lesson over and over again: Like the stalwart
remaining six plaintiffs who have refused to settle and are press-
ing for a full trial in their 9/11 lawsuits against the airlines, World
Trade Center and others, people care deeply about the legal sys-
tem, and they see the courts as a place where they can participate
in self-governance and exercise their political equality. Far from
the greed that is so often attributed to those who turn to litigation,
many are driven by a sense of duty and responsibility to use the
extraordinary power of courts to make even the CEO of a major
corporation show up and answer the questions of a housewife
from New Jersey, and to prompt a public finding of who has, 
and who has not, lived up to their legal duties.

Professor Hadfield examines issues of legal design. Her study 

on the Victim Compensation Fund is forthcoming in the 

Law and Society Review.
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You already benefit from a USC Law education — 

but what if you could further enhance the value of your 

degree and support your law school at the same time?

By making a gift of any size to the
USC Law Annual Fund, you make
an investment in the value of your

USC Law connection.

Not only does your gift support USC Law’s 

educational and clinical programs, but it also 

is regarded as a vote of confidence in the

school by U.S. News & World Report and other

organizations that rank law programs.

In other words: Just by participating in the Annual

Fund, you strengthen the value of your degree while

helping the law school recruit top legal scholars,

award scholarships to the most deserving students,

and provide free legal services to the community. 

Please consider making a gift to the USC Law

Annual Fund today. You can donate by visiting

http://law.usc.edu/alumni/giving.cfm or by calling

213.740.6143.
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CALENDAR

Friday, March 7
Hale Moot Court Finals 
Norris Theatre

Sunday, March 9
4th Annual Alumni/Faculty/Staff 
Softball Tournament
McAllister Field

Wednesday, March 12
Scholarship Luncheon
Town and Gown

Monday through Tuesday, March 17-18
Intellectual Property Institute
Beverly Hills Hotel
(Continuing Legal Education program)

Thursday, April 10
USC Law Annual Awards Ceremony
Crocker Plaza

Thursday, April 17
Celebration of Diversity Reception
Carl M. and Carolyn C. Franklin 
Faculty Lounge

Friday, April 18
Law Preview Day
Town and Gown & USC Law 

Wednesday, April 23
PILF Pro Bono Awards Luncheon
Town and Gown

Thursday, April 24
Symposium on Real Estate Law and Business
Millennium Biltmore Hotel
(Continuing Legal Education program)

Friday, May 16
USC Law Commencement
McCarthy Quad

Friday, June 6
Golden Years Reunion Luncheon
Carl M. and Carolyn C. Franklin 
Faculty Lounge

Saturday, June 7
Reunion 2008
University Park Campus
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