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Q & A | DEPENDENCY COURT

|mproved Process Boods Care, Reduces
Cases
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June3, 2005

In an office ona Monterey Park hill, down the hal from colorful children's wall art and aound
the corne from a pint-size drinking fourtain, Michagl Nash holds court

As LosAngdes Couny's presiding juvenile judge he works out of the Edmund D. Eddman
Children's Courtbuilding, te first courthouse in the naion Pecificaly designed to counter the
intimidation that legal systems usudly try to impose.

In 1990, Nash became ajudge in dgpendency court Except for atwo-year hiatus hehas been the
presiding judgesince 1997, oveseeing 63judges, commissionas and rderees who handle
juvenile ddinquency, dependency, traffi c and mental health cases.

Long apublic advocate for those entering his court, Nash hdd aone-day "Adopion Saturday" in
1998, brhging togeher propective parents, volunteer lawyers and judges to expedite the
adopion of 13 foger children. Sncethen, 20 nmore Adoption Sturdays have inspired smilar
events at courthouses across the naion.

To further shield theabused or negjlected children who enter the court, what hgppensis largey
kept from pubic view. But Nash recently agreed to gpeak with The Times. He said the nunber
of childrenin the system has been faling rapidly, butprodems persist when foder kids mug
move from home to horre.

Question: Los Angdes County hasseen a geep drop in the number of dependency court
cas. By how much have caseloads been falling?

Answer: In 1998, he county had more than 51,000 bildren who were unde thejurisdiction of
dependency court Today we have 28,000children. About24,000 othe court's dgpendents are in
"outof-home" care, or nd living with their paents. Abouthdf of those kidsare living with
relatives, and the other hdf are in group lomes or foder care.



Q: Isthefalling dependency caseload a goodor bad sgn?

A: It'sgood n&vs. The court system should bemade up of families where theabuse was
significant, seriouscases that require government intervention. We're ailmog half of where we
were afew years ago. Butwe're gill too high in the number of kidscoming into court. In a
county like this, there should be20,000 orfewer children.

Q: What caused this decline?
A: A nunber of thingshave contributed to the drop ove the last Sx or sven years.
No. 1, we have more than doubéd the number of adopionsfrom the foster care system.

Since 1998, hecourts Adoption Siturdays have facilitated theadopion of more than 6,000
foster children.

In total, more than 14,000 foter children in the county have been adopted duringtha time,
which is more than twice as many from any comparable time in our @utt history.

Thelaw has dso changed 0 tha family members who become guadians can receive subsdies
more easily and are able to gay out of the court system. Another factor is beter social work
practices. In the old days, when the Department of Children and Family Services wanted to do an
investigaion, they would yank the kid outof honre first, andtalk aboutit later.

Now, soca workerstry to do béter assessments to see whether removing diildren out of ther
home isreally necessary. By providing srvices to families in their communities, that hdpskeep
families togeher and children outof the court system.

From the mid-'80sto themid-'90s agooddeal of our aseload was driven by he crack cocaine
epidemic. We saw tonsof kidsborn undetheinfluence of drugs

While crack cocaineand never drugslike methampheaamine are ill an issue, we're not seeing
the nunmbers of drugrelated cases we did years ago.

There are some who sy econonic factors play into all this, butthere may bea lag time because
even during recent recession years the number of dgoendency cases were falling.

Others cite changng demographics, such as women having fewer children, for plying aposible
role.

Q: In recent years, county offi cials have pursued a policy of keeping more troubled families
together. But a handful of children havedied after judgesreturned them to their parents.
What is being done to ensur e that families are being reunited in the best inter est of each
child?

A: Noneof ushave acrystal bdl. Unde the best of drcumstances, bad thingscan happen. There



are ingances where perhgpsthe best decision wasn't made.

Maybethe decision © returna child wasn't based on sufficient information. How soda workers
assess families and the potential risks to achild is dso afactor.

The Depatment of Children and Family Servicesisin the pracess of implementing a better risk-
assessment tool, which hogefully will provide objective criteria for socda workers to evaluae
families s0 tha we can have more consstency in deciding whether to take away achild or reurn
achild.

But the botom lineis the nunber of deaths is fill very low. In asense, they're dmost
statistically inggnificant, butof course there's nothing inggnificant abou a child in the system
who dies.

Geneally speaking, children who ae with ther families, in asafe and healthy environment, are
much beter off than bengin the court system.

Thefamily is the founddion of our diety.

Q: For children who are taken from their families, one of the biggest challenges they have
faced isthe lack of coordination and sharing of infor mation when they movefrom hometo
home, according to dhildren's advocates. What hasbeen done to addr ess this?

A: Years ago, hefoster system and shod districts seemed to opeate on dfferent tracks N and
each pointed to the other as bang responsble for achild's education.

Tha wasn't working. Chldren weren't getting enrolled in schod, children were having probems
tranderring recordsfrom schoolto school. It was a common prolbem.

Since then, the courty Board of Supavisors created an "education coordinating cmundl” so that
everyonein the juvenile education pro@ss can communicate.

There are now laws tha require officials to try to keep children at thar original school, even
when the children have to be moved to adifferent hame. For many years, the dependency court
system has had the pdicy of assigning the same judgeto ovasee a case. The only time a child
gets anew judgeisif thejudgeleaves or rdires.

Q: What issues remain unresolved?

A: Thereis gill aproblem tranderring records such as children's medical histories and neds
when they moveto anew hone.

The problem is caused in pat by alack of coordinaion and in part by the large volume of
information involved. The county also has not developed the approprete computer database
technologyto keep track of foger children's records



There is more coordnaion gong on nowthan years ago, bu it's gill nat good eouwgh.
There are condant discussionson howto improve coordination.

Tha isaquestion that should beraised with the Department of Children and Family Services,
the Probaion Department and the folks who work in the county's Children's Conmission.
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