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-Uhdéféftaffed, Overwhelmed,

amped

Legislature Must

Overhaul Judicial

System, Allowing

Families, Kids to

Get Fair Hearings
By Fred Siiberberg

t is ime 0 reconsider the divi

sion of hbor n Calfornia’s civil

cowrts. In many of the civil trial
courts, the court personnel and
judicial officers seem to have too
much free time, while s Amily law
courts, the persoanel seem over-
worked. In fact, our family law
courts are 30 overburdened that
jrdges commonly take work home,
while their Gvil rial counterparts st
in courtrooms that are empty 2
good part of the day. It &s time for
the Legishnre and the governor o
sobve the problem and build a sy»
tem where justice is handed out

evenly.

The Los Angeles Superior Court
is 2 prime exaumple. Here sts what
s supposed to be the bargest unified
court system in the wordd. The Cen
tral Civil Courthouse, located in
downtown Los Angeles. has B jude
clal ofbcers on ts roster. Of those
93, only 14 are assigned to family
law cases That is the largest paned
lo be assigned to family law in
years, but i s &r shortofl what is
needed

On any pardcubr weekday, you
can walk the courthouse {loors
without fmily w deparanents and
hear 3 pin dJrop. And although there
are always ol courtrooms where
part of the moraing is spent argu-
ing motions of conducting 3 trial,
there also are those where it
appears that e 8 occurming.

But take 2 w3k twough the sec-
and Boor, wherz most of the amily
law degarunents are ‘ocated, and
one encounters aoisy crawds. In
many of these courtrooms, it is
standing-room only. On those
foors where there s 1 smattering
of family lrw degaranents, 3 crowd
is nearty atwvays assemtied outside
the family law courusom, while
the rest of the halbray contains
only 2 handful of people. Inside 2
civil trial court, one will encounter
2 clerk 3nd baild{ sitting alone in
the courtroom, and 3 udge who is
alone n chambers or not there at
all

The Ceatral Civil Courthouse
isn the only one fike this. ltis the
same way in the branch courts and
in Orange County. Apparently, non-
family-law law matters do nat
require much court time.

The Legislature nesds to solve
this problem. With the possible
excepton of cimnal court, there is
no other ¥ea in our urt system
that has 3 greder mpact on society.
Qur famiy o courts decde issues
every day that grestly dect parents
and children Mcreover, the implr

cations of those decisions don't stop
with that particular famiy but also
affect subsequent generations,
neighbors, friends and extended

iy,

They should be the frst peicrity
of the court system. Unfortunatety.
they are not.

This disparity in the available
fabor pool results in many prob-
lems. Judicial officers become
fatigued. The family law assignment
ts avoided by many judges when it
should be the assignment of cheice.
The need to read pleadings for 30
ar more cases per day is possibiy
why so few want the job.

In civil courtrooms the day’s
work usually ends at 4:30 p.m..
whereas in family law courrooms
the job requires staying up until
the wee hours. One of our now
retired judges, a staunch f{amily
Lw advocate and respected jurist,
told me that she was counting the
days until her reticement so she
could get eight hours of sleep and

spend time agaia ~ith her hus
band.

The famidy brw stem (s @ over
burdened hat udzes Sevame irnita
bic and lose paterce with htgank
and attceneys The ntence caselcad
almogt forzes zven the most con<cr
entious judgs to maks 2ad calls
fram time to time Secause they
dan’t have time 1o really listzn to
ard process the ovidzace. Muitply
the 30 cases on calendar by the
three sets of documents filed in
cch case, some of which are read
in ftlity duc 0 late contnuancas.
and tis casy 10 und
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oW the waro

i ulieg family
U ojaw spesialst

uted. The ecsing syem makes 2
public palicy statement that those
tynes of cases deserve maore court
tme and re<cyrces than cases that
aflect famiies

If we cannat afford o expand our
court sysiem, then it should be
restructured. There should be
mare family law departments, even
i it me1ns reassigning some civil
ria} decartments to family law. If
the wnekicad were distributed even-
ly. more udzes would be interested
in family law, fewer delays would
occur and better decisions would
be made concernr
ing families and
chddren,
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