
Unified Family Court:
A Better Option for Children and Families

M arie and John Joneshavebeenmarried 15 years,and havebeen
separatedthepastthreeyears.They havea 14 year-old daughter,
Danielle,who hasbeenliving with her mother. .larie, since her

parents’ separation.Marie also has a two year-old son, Sam, by her cur
rent live-in, Ben.

Marie hasallegedlyneglectedDanielle.Marie regularly staysout until the
earlymorning hoursuntil 2 am. leaving Danielle alonewith her 2 year
old brother,Sam.

Child protectiveservicesis consideringplacing Danielle in John’shome.
Danielle hasrun awayandshoplifting chargesarepending.

Sam may be developmentallydelayed,possiblydue to fetal drugor alcohol
exposure.

Benfiles a paternityactionseekingcustodyof Sam. Marie files for divorce,
seekingcustodyof andsupport for both children.

John countersfor divorceandseekscustodyof Danielle.but denieshe is

Sam’s father.

Marie requestsan injunction orderagainstJohnbasedon an incidentat a

visitation pick- up.

John was arrestedand chargedwith domesticviolence against Marie -

a chargehe vehementlydenies,

Danielle witnessesthe incidentand is subpoenaedfor the criminal trial,

The fictional Jones’ family might he
involved in the following legal
actions:

* Child Support

* Dissolution of Marriage

* Delinquency

* Dependency

* DomesticViolence

* Paternity

Prior to thecreationof the Unified Family
Court, thesecaseswould havepotentially
beenheardby four or more judges,general
masters,and hearingofficers, at threeor
more courthouse locations. With the
implementation of the Unified Family
Courton July 1, 2001, theJonesfamily can
havetheir casesheardby onejudge, at one
courthouselocation.

Now in operation for over one year, the
Unified Family Court "UFC" judges in
Pinellas County havebeenhearing cases
such as the ones involving the fictional
Jonesfamily. TheUFC in Pinellasincludes
the following casetypes:

* Juveniledependency
* Termination of ParentalRights

* Juveniledelinquency

* Emancipation

* CINS/FINS

* Truancy

* TemporaryCustodyactionsunder
Chapter751

* Adoptionssubsequentto a
Termination of ParentalRights
action

* Civil domesticviolenceidentified
as having a relateddependencyor
delinquencycase

* Modification and enforcementof
ordersenteredin thesecases.

Besidesconductingthousandsof hearings
on detentionandshelterpetitions,motions,
pre-trials and trials in dependency,delin
quency, and adoption cases, the four
judges assignedto the UFC JudgeFrank
Quesada,JudgeMarion L. Fleming, Judge
RobertMorris, andJudgeIrene Sullivan,
also hearanydomesticrelationsor domestic
violencecaseswhich arerelatedto pending
dependencycasesandcertaindelinquency
cases.Once a casein anotherdivision is
referred to the UFC, casemanagerssearch
for other connectedcases,and review the
pending court files. If a case is accepted
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