
Judicial Profile

M
agna Auctoritas Rogat Curam Magnam. 

This Latin phrase is engraved in Judge 

Gustavo A. Gelpí’s gavel, which rests on 

his bench in his Old San Juan courtroom. 

For a man who by the age of 40 had 

already served as an assistant federal public defender, 

solicitor general of Puerto Rico, U.S. magistrate judge, 

and U.S. district judge, one who does not know him could 

think that these words are that of high-browed academia. 

Perhaps the motto of his alma mater or some phrase taught 

in torts class. None of the above. The phrase is translated 

from English: “With great power comes great responsibil-

ity.” And this, the most powerful of mantras for Judge 

Gelpí, comes from a simpler and more accessible place, 

Stan Lee’s “Spiderman.” Although Judge Gelpí will be the 

first to admit that he does not don a cape or have super-

powers, the robe he wears requires him to serve important 

principles in exercising the powers he has been constitu-

tionally bestowed: justice, efficiency, and civility. These 

guiding principles are not magically vested overnight or 

result from some chemical reaction, but have been learned 

during a fruitful career, from his family members, mentors, 

colleagues, and, yes, even fictional characters. 

Gustavo Antonio Gelpí, Jr., was born in San Juan, Puerto 

Rico, on Dec. 11, 1965, the oldest son to Gustavo A. Gelpí, 

Sr., a prominent San Juan attorney, and his mother, Gild-

ren Abarca. He attended Academia del Perpetuo Socorro, 

in Miramar, where he graduated in 1983. Perhaps with 

a premonition of his interest in judging, he went on to 

attend Brandeis University (named, of course, after former 

Justice Louis Brandeis and whose mascot is not coinci-

dentally named after Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.) For law 

school, Gelpí decided to stay in Boston (not surprising for 

a die-hard Celtics fan) to attend Suffolk University Law 

School, graduating in 1991. That same law school would 

subsequently award Judge Gelpí an Honorary Doctor of 

Laws degree (LLD). Judge Gelpí’s father recalls that he had 
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wished for his son to attend his alma mater, the University 

of Puerto Rico School of Law. Unfortunately for Gelpí Sr., 

Suffolk was walking distance from the Boston Garden. 

No one really knows what inspired Judge Gelpí to follow 

in his father’s footsteps. His father does not even under-

stand it. As he jokingly said, he was grooming his son to 

pursue a career in medicine. Gelpí Sr. had a selfish reason. 

A doctor son could take care of him when he attained old 

age. His son had other plans, however. During his first year 

of college, Gelpí Jr. switched majors—from pre-med to 

history. There went his father’s dream of having a doctor 

in the family. Gelpí Sr. has stated that his son may have 

obtained a B.A. in history, but he also received a doctorate 

in Celtics Basketball under Professors Bird, Parish, and 

McHale. 

When asked what prompted Gelpí Jr. to change his 

career plans, his father recalls an event that could have 

been decisive. When his son was just three years old, and 

while trying before a jury a negligence case involving a 

three year old falling off a coin-operated horse, Gelpí Sr. 

used his son as a demonstrative exhibit. He reports that his 

son was not injured in the process and that the jury found 

for his client. Gelpí Sr. attributes this event as the possible 

reason for his son’s wanting to become a lawyer rather than 

a doctor. 

After being admitted to the Bar of the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts in 1991, Judge Gelpí returned to Puerto Rico 

and was admitted to the bar in 1992. That same year, he 

heeded his father’s advice to join the Federal Bar Associa-

tion. Judge Gelpí recalls this as one of the most important 

pieces of professional advice his father has ever given him. 

Since joining the FBA, Gelpí has been involved at all levels: 

locally, serving on the board as the youngest Puerto Rico 

Chapter president, and nationally. Even while not holding 

formal office, Judge Gelpí has always felt a keen sense of 

responsibility toward the FBA. (Sometimes, responsibility 

comes without the power of an office.) This year, Judge 

Gelpí will make history by becoming the first Article III 

judge to become national president. He is the second mem-

ber from the Puerto Rico Chapter to hold that office, the 

first being Russell Del Toro. 

Professionally, to say that Judge Gelpí has done it all 

is an understatement. Even before graduating from law 

school in 1991, the judge was a student law clerk to the 

Hon. Juan M. Pérez-Giménez, then-chief U.S. district judge 

and with whom Gelpí would subsequently work as a law 

clerk for two years (1991–1993). He was a summer associ-

ate in 1990 at the firm of Fiddler Gonzalez & Rodriguez, 

where he met and worked with then-litigation partner—

now U.S. district judge—Jay A. García-Gregory. In 1991, 

the judge was also a law student extern to the Hon. Joyce 

L. Alexander, U.S. magistrate judge for the District of Mas-

sachusetts, just before returning to Puerto Rico for his 

clerkship with Judge Pérez-Giménez. 

During this time, Judge Gelpí joined the family of the 

U.S. District Court for the District of Puerto Rico and met 

some of the people that he considers lifelong mentors, like 

Judge Pérez-Giménez. While at the court, he also met and 

established a close friendship with Roberto Feliberti, then 

a law clerk to U.S. District Court Judge Hon. Raymond L. 

Acosta, and today an associate justice of the Puerto Rico 

Supreme Court. The friendship has flourished throughout 

the years, particularly since both have been longstanding 

members of the Puerto Rico Chapter of the FBA. 

Judge Gelpí describes the experience of working for 

Judge Pérez-Giménez, a former assistant U.S. attorney and 

magistrate judge, as a doctorate in criminal law. Before 

his clerkship, Judge Gelpí 

thought that the path his 

career would take would be 

that of a civil practitioner. 

His time at the chambers 

of Judge Pérez-Giménez, 

however, made him recon-

sider this notion. In 1993, 

Judge Gelpí joined the 

Federal Public Defender’s 

(FPD) Office as an assis-

tant federal public defend-

er. He handled and tried 

numerous criminal cases 

and argued several appeals 

before the First Circuit, 

appearing before all of the 

judges that now sit on the 

district bench with him, 

except for Judge Francisco 

Besosa, who at the time was 

still in private practice. 

During his years as an 

assistant federal public defender, Judge Gelpí proved to be 

a zealous defender of his clients. His success as a criminal 

defense attorney was due, in part, to his ability to stay 

focused and remember that effective representation must 

go hand in hand with keeping a civil relationship with one’s 

counterparts, in this case from the U.S. Attorney’s Office. 

The judge remembers that many of his former prosecution 

adversaries later on submitted highly favorable comments 

and recommendations when he was being considered for a 

position on the bench. The judge’s tenure at the FPD office 

included the exceptional experience of having served in 

1996 as special counsel to the U.S. Sentencing Commis-

sion in Washington, D.C. This role marked the beginning of 

Judge Gelpí’s career as a proud public servant. He recalls 

that his calling for public service is rooted in the example 

his father set for him as well as his paternal grandmother 

María Benítez, who worked as a civilian for the U.S. Navy 

for more than 43 years. 

In addition to being an officer of the court, Judge Gelpí 

did not lose sight of his social responsibility. As a mem-

ber of the Puerto Rico District Court family, Judge Gelpí 

participated in the initiative of the Hon. Justo Arenas, 

U.S. magistrate judge—a nonprofit organization known as 

Three Kings, Inc. Every year, as the Christmas holidays 

drew near, Judge Gelpí and the many others recruited to 

serve as Magi would grow beards. Then, on January 6, they 
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would dress up as one of the three kings and participate in 

a number of scheduled and unscheduled visits to give toys 

and other necessary items to underprivileged children and 

the elderly throughout Puerto Rico. 

From 1997 until 2001, Judge Gelpí worked for the Puer-

to Rico Department of Justice in several different capacities 

under Puerto Rico Attorney General Jose Fuentes-Agostini, 

a former president of the Puerto Rico Chapter. He was spe-

cial aide to the attorney general; assistant attorney general 

at the Office of Legal Coun-

sel, Puerto Rico Department 

of Justice; and finally solicitor 

general. As solicitor general, 

the judge represented the gov-

ernment of Puerto Rico in both 

the state and federal courts. 

He argued cases of importance 

on behalf of the people of 

Puerto Rico in the Puerto Rico 

Supreme Court at a time when 

the Supreme Court rarely, if 

ever, conducted oral argu-

ments. He also argued cases 

before the First, Second, and 

D.C. Circuits. Judge Gelpí 

argued, for instance, in favor 

of giving U.S. citizens resid-

ing in Puerto Rico the right 

to vote in presidential elec-

tions. The judge also became 

an expert in removing cases to 

federal court and successfully 

blocking motions to remand. 

This came about as part of the 

litigation related to the 1998 

Puerto Rico status plebiscite. 

In 2001, for the first time in 

his professional career, Judge 

Gelpí paused his career as 

public servant, albeit briefly, 

when he joined the San Juan 

firm of McConnell Valdés as 

special counsel in the litigation division. His stay at McCon-

nell was brief because in that same year duty called in the 

form of an appointment as U.S. magistrate judge. Judge 

Gelpí served in the role for five years until his appointment 

as a district judge. 

On April 24, 2006, President George W. Bush nominated 

Gelpí to the seat left vacant by Judge Héctor M. Laffitte, 

who took senior status. Judge Gelpí received the endorse-

ment of the Hispanic National Bar Association and, of 

course, the Puerto Rico Chapter of the FBA. The U.S. Sen-

ate confirmed him on July 20, 2006, and the judge received 

his commission on August 1, 2006. Upon his nomination 

and confirmation, Judge Gelpí became one of the young-

est Article III judges in the nation and the youngest in the 

District of Puerto Rico.

One of the highlights of Judge Gelpí’s investiture cer-

emony was a video sent by his childhood friend and class-

mate, and Academy Award winner, Benicio Del Toro. Del 

Toro underscored Judge Gelpí’s qualities—such as love of 

the law and compassion—and predicted that he would be a 

great judge. Judge Gelpí proudly exhibits in his chambers a 

number Del Toro’s autographed movie posters.

Another highlight of Judge Gelpí’s investiture ceremony 

was the gift he received from Puerto Rican basketball leg-

end Jose “Piculín” Ortiz—the jersey he wore at the 2004 

Olympic Games in Athens, Greece. The significance of such 

an item, aside from adding to the huge display of basketball 

memorabilia in Judge Gelpí’s chambers, is that this jersey 

was worn by Ortiz during the game in which the Puerto 

Rican team beat Team USA—the “dream team” —92 to 73. 

In the days following the game, you could hear Judge Gelpí 

around the courthouse declaring that his team had lost. 

Some people were taken aback by the comment because 

they assumed that the Judge’s team would be the Puerto 

Rico national team. When prompted to explain, the Judge 

would always remind people that he has two teams: Team 

USA and Team Puerto Rico. So in reality, the Judge’s teams 

both won and lost that day. 

Anyone that has appeared before Judge Gelpí, or even 

observed the proceedings in his courtroom, immediately 

takes notice of his approach to judging. While firm, his 

approach is not tight-fisted; he treats litigants with civility 

and cordiality. He is always willing to provide positive feed-

back and constructive criticism. Often after a hearing or 

trial, the judge comes down from the bench to congratulate 

and speak to the attorneys, the defendant in criminal cases 

or parties in civil proceedings. In his view, he wants to do 

everything in his power to contribute to the improvement 

of the legal profession, for he recalls vividly his time as a 

young assistant defender and how valuable it was for him to 

receive comments and suggestions from the judges before 

whom he appeared. This, again, illustrates the importance 

of the phrase engraved on his gavel. 

On the road to the bench and his years there, Judge 

Gelpí has learned many lessons from his colleagues. He 

firmly believes he has taken a little bit from each judges’ 

collective experience and styles to help form his own. For 

example, from Chief Judge Aida Delgado-Colón, before 

whom Judge Gelpí appeared since she was a magistrate 

judge, he has taken his emphasis on hard work and that 

every case, no matter how large or small, deserves the same 

attention from the court. He measures the importance of a 

case from the perspective of the parties, not with respect 

or in relation to the docket or other cases in it. From Judge 

Jose A. Fusté, he has learned the importance of efficiency 

in case management. From Judge Hector M. Laffitte, now 

retired, Judge Gelpí learned “to rule without fear or favor.” 

From Judge Carmen Consuelo Cerezo, Judge Gelpí applies 

the importance of patience and of listening to all sides in 

a case. From the late Judge Jaime Pieras, Jr., Judge Gelpí 

learned that the initial scheduling conference in a civil 

case is often instrumental in securing an early settlement 

by the parties. Judge Gelpí also demands that attorneys in 

his court conduct themselves with civility, something that 
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he learned from Senior Judge Salvador E. Casellas. From 

Judge Daniel R. Dominguez, Judge Gelpí has realized the 

need to have extra patience and to always comply with the 

Civil Justice Reform Act. From Judge Jay A. García-Grego-

ry, Judge Gelpí has learned to keep in mind the dignity of 

every human being that appears before him, especially in 

criminal cases. From Judge Perez-Gimenez, Judge Gelpí 

has taken the commitment to public service and the robe 

as well as the love for God, family, and country. And, finally, 

from Judge Juan R. Torruella of the First Circuit, Judge 

Gelpí has learned to always denounce injustice, even when 

the law cannot remedy it.

Judge Gelpí has presided over several high-profile and 

important cases. Recently, in the case of Watchtower 

Bible Tract Society of New York v. Municipality of 

Santa Isabel, et al., Judge Gelpí entered partial judg-

ment in favor of the plaintiffs Jehovah’s Witnesses to 

have unrestricted access to gated communities in several 

Puerto Rico municipalities to uphold the group’s religious 

and expression rights under the First Amendment. Judge 

Gelpí is currently presiding over the case of United States 

v. Commonwealth of Puerto Rico Police Department, 

where a consent decree has been approved to appoint 

a monitor to oversee reform in the Puerto Rico Police 

Department (PRPD) after an investigation revealed it 

engaged in patterns and practice of conduct depriving 

persons of their rights, privileges, and immunities secured 

and protected by the Constitution and laws of the United 

States. In Consejo de Salud Playa de Ponce v. Rullan, 

Judge Gelpí issued an opinion in which he discussed the 

evolution of the legal and political history of Puerto Rico 

since the Insular Cases to conclude that Puerto Rico has 

become a de facto incorporated territory and that all con-

stitutional guarantees must be extended to Puerto Rico. 

Similarly, Judge Gelpí presided over important environ-

mental cases where the protection of Puerto Rico’s natural 

resources has been at stake. He has also handled sev-

eral class action lawsuits—resulting in monitoring of the 

Puerto Rico Health Department—to ensure that adequate 

services are provided to the intellectually disabled popula-

tion in Puerto Rico. 

In addition to his contributions as a public servant, the 

Judge has also made significant contributions in the aca-

demic arena. Judge Gelpí has been an adjunct professor of 

law at the University of Puerto Rico School of Law, where 

he has taught Federal Criminal Procedure and Sentenc-

ing since the fall of 2009. Since 2008, he has also been an 

adjunct professor at the Interamerican University School 

of Law teaching Federal Criminal Procedure and Sentenc-

ing, Advanced Federal Civil Procedure, and Jurisdiction. 

In August 2011, Judge Gelpí was a visiting professor at 

the University of New Hampshire School of Law, where 

he taught Federal Opinion Writing. Since 2012, the judge 

has also been teaching summer and intersession courses 

in Federal Criminal Procedure and Sentencing at his alma 

mater, Suffolk Law. Judge Gelpí has, in addition, published 

numerous scholarly articles on a variety of subjects. He 

has similarly appeared as speaker, lecturer, and/or panel-

ist in dozens of seminars and continuing legal education 

programs. 

The authors of this profile would be remiss not to men-

tion Judge Gelpí’s family before closing. Judge Gelpí puts 

his role as a husband and father first. His wife, Marisol, and 

his children are the center of his life. The accomplishments 

underscored in this article would be empty and hollow 

without the context of a family that loves Judge Gelpí and 

are proud of his service and commitment to the people of 

Puerto Rico and the United States. 

Ultimately, even though power begets responsibility, 

Judge Gelpí understands that the latter does not require 

and, in fact, takes precedence over, the former. As he nears 

the start of his term as national president of the Federal 

Bar Association, Judge Gelpí realizes that the responsibil-

ity of the FBA is to improve the science of jurisprudence 

and legal practice in the federal courts. He also knows that 

as a judge, his responsibility does not end once a case is 

adjudicated. This responsibility extends to ensuring that 

the attorneys who appear before him become better practi-

tioners. And that is the mission of the FBA. 

This is the first time a judge holds that position. Yet, 

Judge Gelpí does not focus on this first but, rather, on his 

sense of responsibility to champion the FBA’s mission. We 

are sure that he will continue to do so as he has done for 

many years as member, director, president, and judge. 

Judge Gelpí at the USS Arizona at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.


