OUR OPINIONS: Mum's the wrong word

The firing of Cobb Juvenile Court volunteers indicts a system that doesn't put

children first
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Frustrated with repeated court delays that kept abused and neglected children

in legal limbo, nine child advocates in Cobb County brought their concerns to

the judges, expecting the jurists to at least investigate their complaints.

Instead, presiding Juvenile Court Judge J. Stephen Schuster dismissed the

volunteers, eight of whom were court-appointed special advocates. Every

resident of Cobb ought to be outraged over the firing of the CASAs in their

community. This kind of intimidation has no place in a system that uses the

word justice.

CASA volunteers operate throughout Georgia and represent the interests of

children awaiting court action on whether they will be reunited with their

families or placed for adoption. The efforts of such volunteers, says DeKalb

Juvenile Court Judge Robin Nash, president of the Georgia Council of Juvenile

Court Judges, are essential to Georgia's underfunded and overburdened child

welfare system.

In his fit of pique, Schuster banished a blue-ribbon slate of folks who went

beyond clucking over the abused toddlers they read about in the paper to

becoming their champions. Several of the fired volunteers -- who include

attorneys, authors and scientists -- have been CASA of the year nominees, said

Cobb program manager Lina Maxwell.

When these volunteers witnessed cases dragging on and children languishing in

foster care, they felt they had to speak out. A court delay of 12 months may

not affect an adult, but as Realtor and fired volunteer Virginia Wood says, "A

year is a long time in a child's life."

"The longer you do this, the more terrible a situation these children are in,"

says epidemiologist Julie Bolen, another dismissed CASA. "We should bend over

backwards to help these children, not do things to make their lives worse."

Wood, Bolen and the other volunteers lost their positions because they had the

hubris to ask questions about judges who start court late or who make parents

and caseworkers wait four hours and then postpone the hearing.

A call to Schuster about the firings was returned by court administrator

Michele Marchant-Wellmon, who explained that volunteers in Cobb are free to

criticize the system, but not individual judges. "It's different to personally

attack someone vs. working on children's issues," she said.

But what if the volunteers believe a specific judge is not acting in the best

interests of the children? Must they hold their tongue?

"In my opinion, our four judges are making decisions in the best interest of

the children," Marchant-Wellmon says.

And apparently in Cobb County, that means case closed. No dissent allowed.

The silencing of the CASA volunteers in Cobb County highlights the perils of a

child welfare system that operates behind closed doors.

Because juvenile courtrooms are closed to the public, most people never see how

the justice system treats families and children in neglect and abuse cases.

Confidentiality has never worked in Georgia to protect the children in the

system, only the adults. It has allowed judges, lawyers and caseworkers to

conceal their mistakes and their arrogance.

"When a judge fails, it's an accumulation of errors, a child waiting and

waiting. It doesn't have the same impact as drive-by casework, but it's every

bit as consequential and damaging," says Richard Wexler, executive director of

the National Coalition for Child Protection Reform.

The Cobb firings underscore why juvenile courts should be open to public

scrutiny and public accountability. Judges, lawyers and caseworkers would be

far less cavalier if someone was looking over their shoulder.

About 15 states have either opened their courts or experimented with pilot

programs. Despite the predictions of critics, the open courts have not

endangered children or families. In some cases, the openness has led to more

funding as the public finally realized what a low priority juvenile court is in

most states.

Bolen and other volunteers may have been fired, but they refuse to go away and

intend to fight for change in their capacity as Cobb taxpayers. They've been

heartened by the police officers and other county employees who have discreetly

signaled their support for their call for reform and greater efficiency in the

Cobb juvenile court.

"Don't the judges realize how much we care about these kids?" asks Bolen.

"We're in this for the long haul. Kids living in misery is not OK with me."

Nor should it be with anyone else in Cobb County, least of all the judges

appointed to protect those children.

