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SUBJECT: Briefing on the King County Superior Court’s Family Court Services, including the Unified Family Court and Court Appointed Special Advocate Program
SUMMARY:  The King County Superior Court is the “general jurisdiction trial court” with responsibility for the adjudication of felony and juvenile criminal cases, family law cases (described in detail below), and other civil cases.  In 2003, there were over 65,000 matters filed in the court.  Traditionally, the public, and for that matter, the council concentrates its attention on the criminal caseloads of the court.  The adjudication of felonies is considered one of the primary regional responsibilities of the county.  Nevertheless, the court’s responsibilities for the adjudication of civil cases, especially cases that are part of the county’s “family law” responsibilities are also a significant mandated regional responsibility.  Family law includes the following types of cases: dissolution of marriage and legal separations; domestic violence protection; child custody and visitation; establishing paternity or parental relationship; and, adoption. As a consequence, many more King County residents interact with the court as part of its family law responsibilities than ever interact with the court’s criminal divisions.  Today’s briefing is intended to acquaint the committee with the court’s programs and systems for dealing with an annual caseload that exceeds the annual criminal caseload—both in numbers and complexity.  And like the criminal caseload, affects other county, state, and federal programs that go far beyond the processes of the court. 
Background:  Family Court Operations provides support for Superior Court in family law, dependency and adoption matters.  It includes Family Court Services, Dependency Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA), Pro-se facilitator program and Unified Family Court as well as the administrative staff for these programs and for the Family Law Commissioners.  The CASA program includes approximately 375 community volunteers.

Family Court Services was established in 1959 to support King County Superior Court in resolving conflicts with parents involving children and to provide information to the Court regarding the best interests of children in family law matters.  The services provided by this program have evolved over the years in order to respond to the changing needs of the Court and to respond to increased referrals.  Family Court Services staff  provide assistance to the court and to parties involved in parenting related actions in Superior Court.  All family law services, with the exception of post-decree mediation are court ordered or administratively referred.  

Fees for services are on a sliding scale based on income.  The overwhelming majority of families served by court services has a combined income under $40,000 yr. and cannot afford attorneys and/or any other services to complete their family law action.  Many have limited education and/or interpreter needs.  Frequently, when these individuals separate, parents have a significantly reduced income and struggle to provide for the basic needs of the children in their care.  Over the past several years, the court has seen an increasing number of  pro-se or self represented parties, as well as a decrease in services available to families. There are no other services in the community that provide the services for clients

Services provided in Family Law cases include Mediation, Evaluation, Domestic Violence Assessments, CPS Status reports, Parent Seminar and Marriage Waiver Assessments.   The focus of every service provided by Family Court Services is to assist the court by providing timely, impartial information relevant to the issues of the case and consistent with the statutory requirements of the best interest of the child.  

Unified Family Court.  The purpose of Unified Family Court (UFC) is to promote effective judicial management of cases involving the health and welfare of children to facilitate prompt resolution of these cases.  UFC began as a pilot project at the Kent Regional Justice Center in July 1997 with two judges and court commissioners in both family law and juvenile court.  In November 2001, King County Superior Court judges voted to change UFC from ‘pilot project’ status to ‘program’ status, and to expand the UFC Program to Seattle. In the Fall of 2002, Chief Judge Joan DuBuque, together with the UFC judges and staff, undertook the administrative tasks to complete the expansion.  By February 2003, UFC expanded to downtown Seattle with three judges in that location in addition to the two judges at the RJC.  In April 2004, a third UFC judge was added at the Kent RJC.  The program is staffed by family law and juvenile court commissioners at all three court sites.

CASA Program.  King County Superior Court’s Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) programs recruit and train volunteers to conduct independent investigations and represent the best interests of children in court proceedings. Dependency CASA volunteers advocate for abused and neglected children and Family Law CASA volunteers advocate for children involved in custody and visitation disputes.

The mandate and mission of the Dependency CASA Program is to assist the Juvenile Division of King County Superior Court by recruiting and training community volunteers to represent the best interest of allegedly abused and neglected children involved in dependency proceedings. The primary obligation of this representation is to independently investigate the circumstances of the children and to formulate recommendations to the court. 

ATTENDEES:

1. Hon. Joan DuBuque, Chief Judge, Family Court, King County Superior Court
2. Linda Katz, King County Superior Court, CASA Program
3. Jorene Moore, King County Superior Court, Family Court Services
Attachments: 

1.  Power Point Presentation “Unified Family Court”
2.  King County Superior Court, Family Court Operations

3.  King County Superior Court, Unified family Court, Information Sheet

4.  King County Superior Court, Unified Family Court Referral Form

5.  Superior Court of the State Washington for the County of King, Family Court Services

6.  King County Family Law Facilitators Brochure

7.  Power Point Presentation “King County CASA Dependency Program”

8.  King County Superior Court Appointed Special Advocate  2003 Fact Sheet

9.  King County Superior Court Appointed Special Advocate  Questions and Answers Sheet
