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SUBJECT:  Court Actions Involving Families

I.
Summary:  
Has this bill or a substantially similar bill been previously considered by the Legislature?  If so, give year, bill number, and sponsor.  2009 - SB 878 (Rich), HB 523.  2008 – SB 628 (Rich) HB 145, HB 807, 2007 – SB 1686 (Rich)
Provides additional purposes relating  to implementing unified family court program in circuit courts; provides  legislative intent. This bill sets forth the intent of the legislature for the courts to have a fully integrated, comprehensive approach to handling family matters that come before the court and that may involve more than one subject matter.  Essential to this intent is the concept of “one family, one judge”.  The bill amends existing intent language in the current chapters governing dependency, dissolution of marriage, adoption, change of name, domestic violence injunctions, children in need of services, and juvenile delinquency.  It adds intent language to the current chapters governing reciprocal enforcement of support, paternity, disability of nonage, and school attendance.  

This bill substantially amends, creates, or repeals the following sections of the Florida Statutes:  amends section 39.001, 61.001, 63.022, 68.07, 741.2902, 984.01, and 985.02, F.S., and creates ss. 88.1041, 4 742.016, 743.001, and 1003.201, F.S.
II.
Background:  In 2001, the Florida Supreme Court issued an opinion detailing the benefits to be gained through implementation of a unified family court system, see In Re:  Report of Family Court Steering Committee, 794 So.2d 518.  Since issuance of that opinion, several circuits have created a unified family court in one form or another.  Typically, if there is a dependency action involving children and either a pending dissolution of marriage or domestic violence injunction between the parents of the children, then the judge handling the dependency case would assume responsibility for the other court matters involving the family.  In some circuits, this might also include a delinquency case if a child in the dependency matter was facing prosecution for alleged criminal conduct.  The benefit to the family and the court system comes from one judge hearing all evidence regarding the family and entering orders that are consistent with each proceeding.  The therapeutic approach to a family is best carried out by having a single court handle all of the family’s court activity.  Judicial economy can be achieved by not having separate hearings in separate proceedings addressing common issues, e.g., a visitation order in a dependency matter will become part of the dissolution of marriage without the need for a separate hearing or order.

III. Present Situation:  While most of the circuits have tried to institute unified family court practices such as case management, case coordination between judges and identification of related cases, not every circuit has instituted the crossover dockets (one judge, one family).  In less populated counties, one judge, one family occurs as a matter of course if only one judge is assigned to hear the various types of cases involved.  In circuits with larger populations, however, the coordination required between the clerk of court, the attorneys representing the parties, the guardian ad litem, the court and the agencies serving the family can be overwhelming.  Issues of confidentiality and time frames governing separate subject matters must be addressed up front as the model is developed.  

IV.
Effect of Proposed Changes (on the Department, Its Clients or Its Mission):  
Having a unified court system for a family would further the Department’s mission.  Being able to utilize corollary statutes and procedures that impact a family in a comprehensive, integrated approach would assist the Department in its work with clients in the dependency system.

Passage of this statute would impact the Department primarily in dependency matters.  Counsel representing the state would have to become competent in areas of the law and procedure for dissolution of marriage actions, paternity, injunctions, and adoption.  Regular coverage of dependency case loads by attorneys and case managers would likely require longer court appearances as hearings may address multiple issues that require the taking of more evidence for the court to be able to make an informed ruling.  This would most likely mean the need for additional staff to specialize in these cases.  
V.
Constitutional and Case Law Issues:

A.
Do you know of any state or federal cases that relate to this bill?  

In Re:  Report of Family Court Steering Committee, 794 So.2d 518, (Fla. 2001).
B.
Public Records/Open Meetings Issues:  None.

C. Other Constitutional Issues:  None.

VI.
Economic Impact Beyond DCF:

A.
Does this bill impose a tax or fee?  No.

B. Will this bill have any fiscal impact on the private sector?  

Private attorneys representing parties in effected cases will be impacted. Agencies providing services to the family members will be impacted.

VII.
Technical Deficiencies:  None.
VIII.
Related Issues:  None.
IX.
Amendments:  None.  
X.
Recommendation:  Neutral
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I.
FISCAL IMPACT ON STATE

AGENCIES/STATE FUNDS:
A.
Non-recurring or First-Year                      

Start-Up Effects:



B.
Recurring or Annualized                           
Continuation Effects:




C.
Long-Run Effects Other                            

            Than Normal Growth:




D.
Appropriations Consequences                 unknown

unknown




II.
FISCAL IMPACT ON LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AS A WHOLE:  None
III.
DIRECT FISCAL IMPACT ON PRIVATE SECTOR:  None
IV.
FISCAL COMMENTS:  This issue could have an impact on the Department of Children and Family Services as implementation would require additional attorneys, support staff, case management employees, equipment, and office space to accommodate the additional hearings and workload created.  Calculation of an expected fiscal impact would be based upon an analysis of the number of prospective dependency cases that would be brought into this docket.  Until it is known how many circuits would be implementing the plan, this figure is not capable of estimation.   
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