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Judge Paul J. Knierim, who 
served as Connecticut’s 
probate court administra-
tor for 11 years, has been 
recognized for his accom-
plishments with the Treat      

           Award for Excellence from  
      the National College of Probate 
Judges, the organization’s highest 
honor.

He was nominated by his  
colleague Judge Dianne Yamin of 
the Danbury Probate Court, whose 
letter included recommendations 
from such respected jurists and 
dignitaries as former Gov. M. Jodi 
Rell, former Chief Justice Chase 
Rogers, former Supreme Court 
Justice Andrew McDonald, and  
former NCPJ president Joseph 
Egan, among others.

The Judge William W. Treat 
Award for Excellence, named after 
the founder of NCPJ, recognizes  
an individual who has 
made a significant con-
tribution to the 
improvement of judicial 
administration in pro-
bate or related fields, 
according to the state’s 
Office of the Probate 
Court Administrator.

In her nominating 
letter Judge Yamin 
refers to Judge Knierim’s “massive 
court reform in his first year in 
office” and “his consensus building 
approach with legislators, judges 
and municipal leaders.”

She added, “I have been 
attending NCPJ conferences for 30 
years where the award had been 
given to honor someone who has 
made improvements, and he has 
made more improvements than 

any other person in history. Judge 
Knierim has also been supportive 
of the organization and encourages 
judges to attend the conferences.”

She has served as probate 
judge in Danbury for 30 years, 
starting out as the youngest judge 
ever elected at age 29. Knierim was 
Simsbury’s probate judge at that 
time, and they worked together in 
meetings on administrative issues 
of big and small courts.

His father, Judge Glenn E. 
Knierim, received the same nation-
al recognition 30 years earlier in 
1989 as the state’s probate court 
administrator. That same year the 
younger Knierim graduated from 
Yale Law School, after completing 
his undergraduate degree at 
Williams College.

“I tried to emulate my father’s 
compassion and his proficiency. He 
said probate is a homely court but 

an opportunity to help someone.  
It was not about being a judge or 
the power. He liked the hands-on 
role with families and individuals. 
Dad ran for probate judge in 
Simsbury in 1966. He lived it and 
loved it and talked about it. If I  
am [like him], that makes me very 
happy. The big difference is my 
father was awarded a silver platter, 
and I have a clear trophy from 

NCPJ,” said Knierim, chuckling.
Paul Knierim had direct  

experience in the state legislature 
by representing Simsbury in the 
16th assembly district. Knierim 
ran for state representative in the 
fall of 1990 and served from 
January 1991 through January 1997. 
Since probate judge is an elective 
office, this period taught him what 
was required to win a seat.

“Probate judges are the only 
judges in Connecticut that are 
elected. All others are appointed. 
My theory is that it’s so much a 
community service function that a 
local election promotes responsive-

ness. What sets 
us apart is that 
we are not at all 
partisan. There 
are 54 judges in 
Connecticut 
from both par-
ties, but you 
would never 
know what affili-
ation they are  

in court,” said Knierim.
At the same time, he was 

working with the law firm of Drew, 
Mersereau in Avon, and in 1999 he 
was elected as probate judge for the 
Simsbury district, where he served 
for 12 years. Each term is for four 
years. The district included the 
towns of Canton, Simsbury, Avon 
and Granby. In 2009 the probate 
court system was consolidated,  

and he presided over the change.
Before the consolidation, there 

were 133 probate courts across the 
state, and in small towns they 
were operating only part-time.

“Consolidation was aimed at 
professionalism with regular busi-
ness hours. And there was enough 
of a docket that staff and judges 
were proficient in all areas. We 
also added the requirement that all 
judges had to be attorneys, which 
was beneficial as more complex 
issues came up,” he said. A year 
after consolidation, Knierim took 
on the additional role of the state’s 
probate court administrator, 
where, according to Judge Yanim, 
he was responsible for “expanding 
continuing education for judges 
and staff, establishing better 
review of conservators…, and  
overhaul(ing) the rules of proce-
dure that govern probate cases.”

She added, “He also modern-
ized the…probate court system by 
introducing IT initiatives…of case 

Highest honor 
Long-time Probate Judge and West Hartford  
resident receives same award his father  
garnered 30 years earlier 
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“Probate judges are the only judges  
in Connecticut that are elected.  

All others are appointed. ”
–Judge Paul J. Knierim 
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Paul J. Knierim being sworn in by  
his father Glenn E. Knierim in 1999.
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monitoring, document manage-
ment and electronic billing.”

In his probate court adminis-
trator role, Knierim said he worked 
with “a knowledgeable and  
dedicated group that rallied 
together to develop a plan to bring 
the system into the modern era.”

He has enjoyed working with 
the staff and judges because they 
are dedicated to helping people.

“It takes a special person to 
handle both people and paper.  
I am proud of the people in  
the system,” said Knierim.

During his time with the 
Simsbury probate court, 
Knierim lived in town. Now  
he makes his home in West 
Hartford with his husband  
and works with the law firm  
of Czepiga Daly Pope & Perri. 
His brother Glenn Knierim Jr. 
practices law in Simsbury.

Through his father, Knierim 
learned probate court is intention-
ally located in town halls to make 
it more welcoming and less intimi-
dating for those who end up there.

“People should feel comfort-
able because very sensitive issues 
are resolved there,” said Knierim.

He explains that he has seen 
cases of sibling conflict, for exam-

ple, in which it is clear that  
“rivalries and tensions going back  
to childhood manifest in a [current] 
case involving a parent.”

Now that he has re-entered  
private practice, he concentrates  
on estate planning and probate  
litigation, as well as Czepiga Daly’s 
dispute resolution practice, assist-
ing families with complex probate 
and elder law disputes through 
mediation.

According to Knierim, there  

are currently 6,000 children in the 
state who are in need of a legally 
appointed guardian, a function of 
the probate court.

“With a guardian the child will 
not be put in the DCF (Department 
of Children & Families) system  
and will not be with strangers. The 
child stays with a family member. 
And this saves the state millions  

of dollars,” said Judge Knierim.
Probate courts also play a role 

in validating adoptions, including 
the termination of parental rights, 
in establishing paternity, in immi-
gration cases as they pertain to the 
welfare of the child who is not a 
citizen, and conservatorship or 
guardianship for parents in the 
case of dementia, for example.

“Probate court will appoint a 
conservator to make financial and 
medical decisions. In Connecticut, 

22,000 people have a conservator. 
The courts are facilitating the abili-
ty of family members to help their 
loved ones. Again this is a huge cost 
saver for the state,” said Knierim.

And in the mental health area, 
there has been an increase of cases 
requiring probate courts to assign 
legal responsibility.

“Probate courts have an 

important social service function 
today and a significant role in  
children’s matters in particular. 
Less than half of the cases on 
today’s dockets involve estate  
matters,” he said.

Attorney Carmine Perri has 
known Judge Knierim for many years. 

“He joined the firm in 
September, and I am ecstatic.  
We are fortunate to have him. He 
is equal parts measured and hum-
ble, but also effective. He has the 

knowledge, background  
and experience to be an 
effective mediator and  
collaborator and advocate 
now,” said Perri.

They met about eight 
years ago when Perri 
served on the rules of  
procedure committee. 

“The rules of proce-
dure were rewritten by 

Paul. Now there is more order,”  
said Perri.

Czepiga Daly has an office in 
Simsbury, where Judge Knierim 
spends much of his time, according 
to Perri.

“He has deep roots in 
Simsbury. He really wants to help 
the community, and he does not 
make it about himself,” he said. WHL

“What sets us apart is that we are not at all  
partisan. There are 54 judges in Connecticut 
from both parties, but you would never know 

what affiliation they are in court.”
–Judge Paul J. Knierim 




