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Almost all of my professional life has been spent working with children and families in conflict. As a caseworker and as an attorney for the past 20 years, I search for ways to better understand the conflict and to encourage change and inspire hope.

Fresh thoughts and ideas can come from unexpected places.  I love talk radio.  I listen to all of it, preachers, pundits and amateur philosophers.  Sometimes, alone in my car, I shout back in exasperation.

But one night I was lucky.  On a drive through Western New York, I caught Rabbi David Saperstein at the Chautauqua Institute discussing the role of governments in world conflict.  As I listened, I realized that much of what Rabbi Saperstein was discussing about international conflict, applied to the conflict riddled world of Family Court.

Rabbi Saperstein talked about the idea of a ‘Just War.’   He explained that there was an ancient prohibition against cutting down fruit trees in times of war.  Armies were prohibited from destroying orchards because there was an expectation that some type of normal life would continue after the conflict was over.  Fruit trees take decades to grow before they can bear fruit and one conflict should not condemn a community to a life without the beauty and sustenance of ripening fruit. 

It is the concept of life after the conflict that most inspires me.  

Divorce is not only conflict; it is conflict in its most naked and raw form. 

Life after a divorce will not be the same.  But it does not have to be a life that bears no fruit.

Life after the conflict can be shaped by the manner in which the Family Court handles the family conflict.  Family Court has to be different from the other branches of the court system. Family Court has to provide efficient, easily accessible opportunities for conflict resolution in divorce prior to courtroom litigation. 

I believe our courts, and society in large, are in middle of a change in the manner in which we deal with conflict.  The day of unrestrained litigation is over. Alternative and cooperative means of resolving disputes are developing in all levels of our court system.

In Family Court, people should encounter a system that by its rules, should require that the conflict be a ‘Just Conflict.’  Our courts and our Judges must always be ready to make clear, rational and timely decisions to resolve conflicts that cannot be settled.

But the Family Court should mandate, through equally efficient, timely, and accessible systems, that people in conflict show that reasonable efforts have been made to avoid having the court be the final arbitrator.

Angry people in Family Court can become intoxicated with the proxy war that hiring an attorney to fight their spouse=s attorney can turn out to be. 

Couples find themselves looking to the court system to decide even the minutest issues. When unrestrained, this process is emotionally and financially destructive.  When parents rely on the court to decide whether Jenny will play soccer on the East Side Soccer League or the West Side Soccer League then we know we are only seeing the tip of the iceberg of the conflicts that this family will ask the court to address.

I understand the passion that overflows when a relationship ends.  But when the conflict begets destructive rage and the court system becomes the tool for financial and emotional destruction, the system is failing the individuals it is charged to serve. 

My vision of Family Court is a place where we use all the resources we have at our disposal to bring people together to discuss issues.  tc \l2 "

tc \l2 "It feels counter-intuitive, but divorcing couples need to talk more and sooner rather than less and later. tc \l2 "
We know that when people are angry they can lose who they are and become cruel and harsh, unwilling to compromise, mere caricatures of themselves.  This is the tragedy of Family Court.

When I sit in a room and mediate a custody matter, I often look at the two parents and say:

“Look, your ten-year-old child is going to grow up.  

In eight years, you will both be sitting at her graduation. 

In fifteen years you may be at her wedding and with any luck in twenty years you will be both holding the same grandchild.

Your life might not be the same but it doesn’t have to be desolate. “

Winning in court should never be more important than a resolution that could salvage self-respect, family finances and children=s relationships with the people they love.

This is where I see our courts going.

A Family Court system emphasizing the just resolution of conflict requires the awareness of many responsibilities:

We have the responsibility to treat every person that enters our courtroom with respect. 

We have the responsibility to hear every case efficiently so that the passage of time alone doesn’t destroy the life of the people.  

We have the responsibility to make a predictable decisions based on the evidence and the law and the proper procedure.

But I believe our day doesn’t end there.

I believe as a Court System we have the responsibility to study and examine the court practices and procedures to bring the best practices from around the country to our court system.

I believe there is no reason, absolutely no reason why our Allegheny County Family Court system is not the best Court system in the country.

We should accept nothing less.

Our court rules should prevent the destruction of the financial health of the family during the divorce.  

Right now in most cases you wait two years to receive a hearing on an equitable distribution matter.  In two years, the family finances can spiral into bankruptcy.

We can easily adopt the practice in Westmoreland County that allows parties, with simple cases, to petition the court in 90 days for an >All Counts Hearing.=
Juvenile Court needs more resources.  There is no reason children should have to appear at nine o=clock in the morning and wait until five o=clock in the afternoon to have their hearing because the Judges, although doing the very best they can, heard forty cases that day.

No matter how complex it may be to figure out, we cannot continue to delay necessary systemic change while whole families are destroyed.  Systemic change demands time, commitment and the will to see it through.  For too long we have had a revolving door in Family Court where Judges leave the Family Court for another division after the next election.  The best practices in other parts of the country that could be brought to Allegheny County lose momentum and never come to fruition.

We cannot right every wrong. But we cannot continue the path of missed opportunities. 

 We need to re-call people to their better selves and teach them that co-existence is possible.  We need to teach parents the skills that will allow them to co-exist with other parent, how to mediate disputes, and provide the timely support to do so.

We need to make it possible for the system to support the tentative steps that people are often willing to make early in the separation to choose a life without the court system.

Every client I have ever had really only wanted to hear three words:

“It is over.”
As a Judge in Family Court I hope to bring to bear on the systemic problems, the full force of an optimistic worldview and the expertise of twenty years experience working in this area.

I am determined to find and develop systems that will enhance the potential that the struggles for justice that are played out every day will result in timely settlements or if necessary, reasoned decisions delivered in a timely way.

I cannot think of anything I would rather do. 

To have the opportunity to better the life of children in our county one case at a time and by changing the system, in the years to come, to create the kind of structure that protects children from the destruction that can occur in Family Court, would truly be an honor.

My parents always said: ”Those to whom much is given, much will be expected.”  

I have had the joy that has come with being your friend, colleague, neighbor, mother and wife.

You have given me a great deal.  I am ready to give back as Family Court Judge.

But I need your support, one more time.

I need you.  I cannot do this without you.
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