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“The access to justice crisis is, in so many vital respects, a racial and equal justice crisis affecting the 

legitimacy of our system.” – Former New York State Chief Judge Janet DiFiore, Annual Civil Legal 

Services Hearing, Court of Appeals, Albany, NY, September 13, 2021 

 

The Franklin H. Williams Judicial Commission is an independent, permanent 

commission of the New York State Courts created to promote equal access and full 

participation in the court system by persons and communities of color. 

 

The Williams Commission’s roots originate from the late 1980s, when then-New York 

State Chief Judge Sol Wachtler appointed Franklin H. Williams—a renowned civil rights 

attorney and former Ambassador to Ghana—to undertake an independent and 

comprehensive study of the court system and its treatment of minorities. The five-

volume report was highly critical of the treatment of people of color in the New York 

State court system and led to major reforms. In 1991, the New York State Judicial 

Commission on Minorities was established as a permanent entity in the New York State 

court system and later renamed the Franklin H. Williams Judicial Commission. 

 

For over thirty years, the Williams Commission—composed of twenty-eight members, 

including judges, attorneys, and court administrators appointed by the Chief Judge of -

New York State—has been at the forefront of addressing systemic racism and bias by 

ensuring New York’s judiciary and court workforce are diverse and inclusive. 

 

The Williams Commission seeks to eradicate systemic racism in the court system and 

legal profession through multiple strategic initiatives. These include but are not limited 

to: advising court administrators and stakeholders on issues of racial and ethnic fairness in 

the courts; proposing policies to eliminate structural bias affecting communities of color 

in the judicial process; and assessing community engagement to preserve public trust in 

equal justice under the law, including the publication of periodic reports regarding racial 

and ethnic equity in the court system and in the legal profession. 

 
 

 

In June 2020, Hon. Janet DiFiore, then Chief Judge of the State of New York, 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
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appointed former Secretary of the United States Department of Homeland Security Jeh 

Johnson as Special Adviser on Equal Justice in the Courts to conduct an independent, 

thorough review of court system policies and practices as they relate to issues of racism, 

bias, and disparate treatment. 

 

After extensive investigation, in October 2020 the Special Adviser issued a 

comprehensive report of findings and proposals for reform focused on issues within the 

court system’s authority to carry out administratively and unilaterally. The Special 

Adviser noted there is a “second-class system of justice for people of color in New York 

State.” The Family Court, which overwhelmingly serves indigent litigants and people of 

color, was perceived as a “second-class court,” with the Special Adviser describing the 

state of Family Court as “dehumanizing” and involving a “demeaning cattle-call 

culture.” The Special Adviser underscored the effects of an “under-resourced, over-

burdened” court system and its disparate impact on indigent litigants and people of 

color. 

 

As a result of the Special Adviser’s Report, then Chief Judge DiFiore tasked Hon. 

Edwina Richardson Mendelson, Deputy Chief Administrative Judge for Justice 

Initiatives, with leading the courts’ day-to-day efforts to implement the Special Adviser’s 

recommendations. 

 

One year after the Special Adviser’s Report, in October 2021, then Chief Judge DiFiore 

issued a report, titled “Equal Justice in the New York State Courts: 2021 Year in Review,” 

documenting the progress made based on the recommendations of the Special Adviser, 

including, among others: mandating bias education and training for all judges and non-

judicial court personnel; enhancing data transparency,  including new publicly available 

demographic data on court system judges and non-judicial employees; and the expansion 

of existing diversity initiatives, including the development of extensive educational 

materials on interviewing, civil service examinations, and the hiring process. 

 

The Report from the Special Adviser on Equal Justice also recommended a re-emphasis 

on promoting, clarifying, and strengthening the mandate of existing institutions like the 

Williams Commission, which the Report described as “the primary and most visible 

program throughout the court system for addressing issues of racial bias and the 

treatment of underrepresented communities.” 
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The unique mandate of the Williams Commission includes a responsibility toward 

community outreach that preserves public trust in the New York courts. In that spirit, 

the Williams Commission is currently expanding Practice Area Committees, where 

practitioners with specific subject matter expertise work on targeted reforms that will 

improve the administration of justice in the courts used by mostly indigent litigants and 

people of color. 

 

One such committee, the Family Court Working Committee, focuses on Family Court 

reforms.  It is comprised of a diverse working group of Family Court judges, attorneys, 

and senior stakeholders. The Family Court Working Committee was also formed in 

response to a disturbing racist incident in spring 2021 when a Manhattan Family Court 

clerk was heard on a “hot mic” using a racial slur to refer to an African American 

teenager during a family court hearing. The Family Court Working Group has held 

numerous meetings with New York State and City legislators, judicial stakeholders, 

independent researchers, and Family Court practitioners, including soliciting written 

feedback when appropriate. 

 

In this Report, the Williams Commission echoes and amplifies former Chief Judge 

DiFiore’s call for additional resources for Family Court.  As noted by then Chief Judge 

DiFiore in the Year in Review Report, in order “to eliminate this ‘second-class system of 

justice’ in our courts”—a consistent theme in the Special Adviser’s Report—the New 

York State court system will continue to advocate for increased funding for: 

 

• infrastructure repair and development; 

• technology enhancements for court operational systems, courtrooms, jury rooms, 

and other public areas; and 

• increased counsel rates for attorneys serving in Family and Criminal Court to 

ensure availability and quality legal representation for vastly under-served litigants of 

color. 

 

The Williams Commission underscores the extreme urgency of the former Chief Judge 

DiFiore’s recommendations.  

 

This Report addresses the current state of the NYC Family Courts as viewed by 
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stakeholders and others. Moreover, it is acknowledged that the solutions to the pressing 

issues addressed in this Report require complex solutions, as these long-standing 

problems involve multiple entities in the delivery of justice in the courts. The Williams 

Commission notes some recommendations require action from different entities 

including: the New York State legislature, the New York State Office of Court 

Administration, the New York Citywide Administrative Services (which owns and 

maintains the New York City Family courthouses), and other stakeholders in NYC 

Family Court. It should also be noted that some of the recommendations may be 

applicable to courts other than NYC Family Courts, but this Report focuses primarily on 

New York City Family Courts because our research, data, and interviews involved 

Family Court judges, practitioners, and subject matter experts.   

 

The Williams Commission will address courts other than New York City Family Courts 

in subsequent reports.  

 

After reviewing statistical data, hearing diverse viewpoints, and engaging in multiple 

discussions, the Williams Commission issues the following twelve recommendations for 

addressing the pressing issues that face Family Court and its diverse litigants.  

I. Increase the compensation of attorneys assigned to Family Court litigants. 

 

The increase of assigned counsel rates has been a long-standing issue, as there has not 

been an increase in compensation since 2004. Many of the courts in New York State 

continue to rely heavily on private attorneys in the assigned counsel program to provide 

legal representation for indigent litigants. Persons of limited means in our Family and 

Criminal Courts continue to be mostly persons of color, and the failure to raise 

compensation for assigned counsel jeopardizes the legal representation of the most 

vulnerable communities. 

 

The low rate of compensation for assigned counsel has resulted in many attorneys 

withdrawing from the assigned counsel panels, particularly the attorney-for-the-child 

panels. This has caused increased adjournments and significant delays in many of our 

Family Courts. The Williams Commission notes that Family Courts are facing a dire 

situation where the lack of assigned counsel to represent children has delayed the 

adjudication of matters that have severe consequences for the family unit, including 
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orders of protections against violent behavior. The lack of timely access to counsel is an 

unconstitutional infringement on the rights of children and their parents. The Williams 

Commission urges swift action to address this dire situation and remediate the dramatic 

exodus of Family Court attorneys, who cite unlivable compensation as a primary 

motivation for exiting the assigned counsel panels. The Williams Commission urges the 

Governor and the NYS Legislature to support legislation that would raise compensation 

rates for assigned counsel panels and remedy an injustice in our Family Courts affecting 

the constitutional rights of children and families. The NYS Office of Court 

Administration has also expressed support for legislation to increase pay for assigned 

counsel.  

 

As this report was being drafted, a New York state judge rendered a decision increasing 

the attorney compensation rate to $158 per hour for 18-B attorneys in NYC.1 It is the 

Commission’s hope that this decision will spur action by the legislature for a statewide 

increase of the compensation rate for assigned counsel.    

 

II. Increase the number of Family Court judges and address judicial vacancies.  

 

The Williams Commission urges an increase in the number of Family Court judges, both 

downstate and upstate. The Governor recently signed into law amendments to the 

Judiciary Law and the Family Court Act, in relation to expanding the number of 

Supreme Court judges and Family Court judges.  

 

While the new law is a welcomed start to address the lack of judges in Family Court, 

nevertheless, to ensure timely access to justice for children and families whose safety and 

welfare are at stake, the creation of an additional fifteen to twenty Family Court 

judgeships for New York State must be prioritized and is critical to address increasing 

caseloads. The new law adds four judges to New York City Family Court and increases 

the number of Family Court judges in Nassau and Saratoga Counties. 

 

Family Courts are currently in crisis, which negatively impacts families, particularly 

children, who are the most vulnerable. Further increasing the number of Family Court 

judges will address unconscionable delays in resolving cases, avoiding longer periods of 

stay in foster care for children, longer periods of uncertainty in custody cases, longer 

 
1 *New York County Lawyers Association, Et Al. v. The State of New York,  Et Al., 2022 NY Slip Op 32476 (July 2025  N.Y. Cty.) 
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time for resolution of juvenile delinquency cases, longer periods of anxiety for domestic 

violence victims, and protracted periods of the stress, instability, and trauma implicit in 

the cases heard in Family Court. The Williams Commission urges the New York State 

Legislature to make it a priority for an additional increase of fifteen to twenty Family 

Court judgeships for New York State. The Williams Commission also urges the Mayor 

of the City of New York to address judicial vacancies in Family Court. The NYS Office 

of Court Administration has an advocacy role to affect the recommendations for 

additional judgeships throughout New York State. 

 

The Williams Commission notes that the current practice of assigning elected Civil 

Court judges to Family Court for an interim period does not adequately address the need 

for more New York City Family Court judges. These judges are often unfamiliar with 

Family Court procedures and practices and are often transferred out of Family Court 

with little notice, leaving the court to reassign hundreds of cases at a moment’s notice, 

stressing an already over-burdened system. The one- or two-year assignment also does 

not engender a real commitment to Family Court as the judges are aware that the 

assignment is temporary.  

 

 Furthermore, the hiring of additional Court Attorney Referees does not obviate the need 

for more Family Court judges, as litigants have the option to consent to allow the referee 

to issue a report and determination; and if there is no consent, the matter may result in 

an adjournment. Moreover, the referee reports must still be reviewed and confirmed by 

the judges. 

 

Additionally, the Williams Commission supports the publishing of regular statistical 

reports on Family Court case totals, filings, and delays, and making the information 

publicly available on the Court’s website. Transparency and accountability are essential to 

not only manage litigants’ expectations, but also demonstrate the need for more 

judgeships and increased resources.  

 

III. Increase diversity on the Family Court bench.  

 

The judiciary should reflect the diversity of the communities interacting with the courts. 

While the NYC Family Courts are largely utilized by people of color, recent data noted 

that 61.5% of all New York City Family Court judges identify as White. While we note the 
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improvements in diversity for New York City Family Court, the Williams Commission 

continues to support the need for a more diverse judiciary given the substantial number 

of persons of color utilizing New York City Family Court. A judiciary that is reflective of 

the rich diversity of our State strengthens the public’s trust and confidence in our legal 

system and ensures equity, fairness, and justice for all. 

 

IV. Address and eliminate the “dehumanizing” culture that exists in Family 

Court. 

 

The Williams Commission heard repeated complaints about the “dehumanizing” 

treatment of litigants and counsel by Family Court judges and non-judicial court 

personnel.  Stakeholders advised that judges often shouted at litigants and counsel, used 

generic labels to address litigants (e.g., “the mom,” “the dad”), permitted court personnel 

to treat litigants and counsel disrespectfully, discourteously, and, in extreme cases, 

discriminatorily, and retaliated against litigants exercising their due process rights. 

 

The Williams Commission recommends that Family Court judges receive additional 

training on judicial temperament and behavior and on exercising control of their 

courtrooms to ensure proper treatment of litigants and counsel by judges and court 

personnel. Family Court judges, as well as attorneys that appear in Family Court, should be 

required to call litigants by their proper names, rather than generic labels such as “the 

mom” or “the dad.” The judges should also refrain from shouting at litigants and 

counsel and address all perspectives in a respectful manner. Family Court judges should 

be reminded that they must control their courtrooms to ensure that litigants and counsel 

are treated with dignity and respect by all court personnel, and they must immediately 

and appropriately address racist and discriminatory behavior in their courtrooms. Robust 

and ongoing training of Family Court judges must be provided as well.  The Williams 

Commission acknowledges that such training is underway in collaboration with the New 

York State Judicial Institute and the NYS Office of Justice Initiatives for increased 

procedural justice training for Family Court judges. 

 

Additionally, the Williams Commission recommends the posting of signage in the 

courthouses, advising the public of Court User Expectations and Responsibilities, 

including the expectation that judges and other court personnel will accord litigants and 

counsel with courteous, professional, and respectful treatment. The signage should also 
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clearly state the steps to file informal and formal complaints of discriminatory or biased 

treatment by judges and court personnel. The Williams Commission has drafted a set of 

standards which judges and court personnel should uphold to eliminate what is in many 

instances the continued dehumanizing treatment of children and families in the Family 

Court. Litigants should expect judges and court personnel to: 

 

• be courteous, professional, and responsive to the public, and accord respect  

  to all with whom they come into contact; 

• maintain proper conduct and decorum in the courtroom; 

• be cognizant of their behavior, attitudes, and comments, during and outside of  

  court proceedings; 

• address court users by their proper title, name, and preferred pronouns; and 

• ensure fair and equitable treatment. 

 

The Williams Commission commends the NYS Office of Court Administration for the 

recently installed digital signs in the lobbies of all Family Court houses to provide 

information about the process for litigants to register concerns. The Williams 

Commission acknowledges there are efforts underway by NYS Office of Court 

Administration to have signage in the courthouses advising court users of their rights 

and responsibilities. The NYS Office of Court Administration has finalized and will 

distribute a court user’s expectations and responsibilities sign through-out the courts in 

New York State.  The signage was developed in collaboration with the Franklin H. 

Williams Judicial Commission. Williams Commission.  

 

V. Provide mandatory, annual anti-bias training for judges and all non-

judicial court personnel.  

 

In his report, the Special Adviser on Equal Justice agreed with the Williams 

Commission’s recommendation regarding annual mandatory training on bias for all 

judicial and court personnel across the court system. The former Chief Judge fully 

embraced this recommendation and there are efforts to develop an anti-bias training 

program under the leadership of Deputy Chief Administrative Judge Mendelson. As of  

October 28, 2022, New York State Office of Court Administration completed  

mandatory anti-bias training for all judges and non-judicial court personnel. The 

Williams Commission is committed to monitoring the implementation of this necessary 
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training. We are certain that the successor to Chief Judge DiFiore will continue to 

support such training.  

 

 

VI. Provide for observation and feedback for judges and non-judicial court 

personnel from colleagues and supervisors or independent court watchers. 

 

Several stakeholders noted that New York City Family Court judges generally do not 

receive any feedback about their courtroom demeanor or behavior until they are seeking 

reappointment. As a result, those judges “may be unaware of incidental or habitual 

conduct that is plainly inappropriate or, at the very least, a product of implicit bias and 

susceptible to significant improvement.” The stakeholders recommended that a system 

be implemented whereby Family Court judges and non-judicial court personnel are 

regularly observed in the courtroom by their colleagues and supervisors or independent 

court watchers, who observe the treatment of court users and offer remedial 

recommendations. The Williams Commission agrees with this recommendation as 

regular observations and reviews for judges and court personnel would provide a 

mechanism for accountability and improvement. 

 

VII. Increase the resources for New York City Family Courts.  

 

It is well-documented that New York City Family Courts are over-burdened and under-

resourced. Over thirty years ago, the Commission’s namesake, Ambassador Franklin H. 

Williams, in his 1991 report noted that “there are two justice systems at work in the 

courts of New York State, one for Whites, and a very different one for minorities and 

the poor.” The Williams Commission heard from Family Court judges and stakeholders 

regarding the need for more resources for the Family Courts, including hiring more 

court clerks and court interpreters.  

 

The Williams Commission acknowledges efforts of the New York State Office of Court 

Administration to assist in providing additional resources by granting permission to fill 

sixteen vacant referee positions and twelve vacant support magistrate positions. The civil 

service examination for Spanish language court interprets which will be administered in 

September 2022 and the court clerk exam will be administered in August 2022 will also 

further improve the resources for Family Courts.  The Williams Commission also 
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acknowledges the recent hiring in NYC Family Court of court assistants to schedule 

calendars and provide support for referees and support magistrates.  

 

The court system should further invest in resources for virtual court proceedings, such 

as virtual access sites and technological support hotlines, as well as adopt a staggered 

approach to calendaring that minimizes the number of litigants that must be physically 

present in the courtroom at any given time. By providing litigants with a timeframe for 

their appearances, Family Courts can avoid exacerbating the court user experience with 

overcrowding of inadequate facilities, and excessive wait times for court users until it 

invests in addressing those inadequacies. 

 

The Williams Commission acknowledges that the Office of Court Administration 

recently provided NYC Family Court with 50 laptops computers for litigants which will 

be used to expand the number of public Do-It-Yourself filing terminals, permit 

petitioners to use e-filing through NYSCEF or to complete petitions using fillable 

forms, to increase the availability of the court’s limited number of exotic language 

interpreters, and to allow small courtrooms to have more hybrid hearings.   

 

VIII. Prioritize parents and their families in the scheduling of court appearances. 

 

The Williams Commission also heard from stakeholders about lengthy adjournments 

between hearing dates in NYC Family Court. The lengthy delays affect timely issues that 

deal with family relationships and needlessly postpones dealing with issues that could be 

managed by the litigants. The Williams Commission agrees that Family Court should 

seek to prioritize the parents and their families in the scheduling of court appearances. 

Family Court judges should make a demonstrable effort to better advise parents of issues 

that can be resolved by the parents without waiting to come back to court.  

 

The Williams Commission also recognizes efforts to reduce the length of time between 

adjournment dates by the hiring of 18 Court Attorney Referees to assist with adjudicating 

matters expeditiously.  The NYC Family Court has also indicated that the courts will also 

look to arbitration to reduce the lengthy adjournment dates.  

  

IX. Employ Court User Feedback Processes.  
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Electronic and/or paper-based feedback systems for all court users, judges, and non-

judicial court personnel should be employed. Feedback should be collected about 

interactions with and amongst judges, attorneys, court personnel, and court users to 

ensure accountability from all perspectives. There should be a transparent mechanism 

for collecting and sharing data about the experiences of all court users.  The Williams 

Commission acknowledges recently installed digital signs in the lobbies of all Family 

Court houses to provide information about how litigants can register concerns as a 

significant step towards initiating feedback for court users.  

 

X. Access to the Universal Court Management System (UCMS) and the 

Creation of an Electronic Filing System for Family Court. 

 

Stakeholders have argued that universal UCMS access should be provided so that all 

attorneys may provide quality representation to parents and children. They emphasized 

that, without this access, there is unequal access to information, setting the groundwork 

for unequal justice. The Williams Commission notes that as of March 1, 2022, the New 

York City Family Court began accepting new applications for access to UCMS Family 

Web Inquiry, the web- based, view-only application that provides access to Family Court 

case information and documents contained in the UCMS. In accordance with new 

statewide access rules, as of March 1, 2022, applications may be submitted by individuals 

who do not currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry. For those who 

currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry, access will continue to be available. 

Users will be able to search UCMS by docket number or file number only (see Appendix 

B). While reports and evidence are not currently accessible, the Family Court is 

developing policies and procedures respecting accessibility of those documents. 

 

The links for external agencies to apply for UCMS Family Web Inquiry access are as 

follows: 

 

• NYC: https://ucmsfaminquirynyc.questionpro.com 

• Outside of NYC: https://ucmsfaminquiryoutsidenyc.questionpro.com 

 

There are plans for expanding UCMS access for Family Courts in counties outside of 

New York City.  The Family Court is also in the process of implementing an electronic 

filing system (New York State Court Electronic Filing System [NYSCEF]) which will be 

https://ucmsfaminquirynyc.questionpro.com/
https://ucmsfaminquiryoutsidenyc.questionpro.com/
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launched in 2022.  

 

 

 

XI. Enact Uniform Procedural Rules for Virtual Proceedings.  

 

The Williams Commission recommends the enactment of uniform procedural rules for 

virtual proceedings that would govern all parts in Family Court. As there are no set 

standards for the conduct of virtual proceedings, varying and ad hoc rules have caused 

confusion and allowed disparate and dehumanizing treatment of court users to persist. 

Rules should specify the methods by which litigants introduce various forms of evidence 

in virtual and in-person proceedings, clarify when virtual proceedings are available, and 

include broad acceptance of proceedings entirely by phone. The Office of Court 

Administration has assigned the Committee for Modern Courts to explore the current 

state of virtual proceedings and to make recommendations to OCA to improve virtual 

proceedings in the courts.  

 

XII. Ensure critical repairs to address major health and sanitation hazards in 

aging Family Court buildings (see Appendix A - pictures from a Bronx Family Court 

building). 

 

As documented in the photos of Appendix A, the Family Courthouses require major 

repairs to the foundation, ceilings, and plumbing system.  This state of disrepair is 

disheartening to not only court employees that work in the court, but also to court users 

who may perceive that they are viewed as less worthy because of the physical conditions 

that are allowed to exist in the courts.   

 

The Williams Commission acknowledges that the New York City Department of 

Citywide Administrative Services owns the Family Court house buildings and is 

responsible for maintaining the courthouses. In addition, outside of New York City 

many of the courthouses are maintained by the county or localities.   

 

The Williams Commission implores NYCDCAS to make much needed necessary repairs 

to the court houses and better maintain the facilities.  As tenants, the NYS Office of 

Court Administration has an advocacy role to persist in its demands that the repairs are 
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swift and consistent, and that proactive work be done to prevent further deterioration. 

The building pictured in Appendix A  is located in a county within New York City. The 

Williams Commission acknowledges that due to strong advocacy by NYS Office of 

Court Administration, repairs have been made to the pictures in Appendix A, although 

new conditions continue to exist after heavy down pours of rain and poor upkeep of the 

facilities.   
 
 

 

 

“Experience shows that recommendations matter little if there is no follow through on their 

implementation; far too often, reports and recommendations such as these are placed on a shelf and gather 

dust unless there is a commitment to put words into action. We recommend that the Chief Judge assign an 

entity or committee that includes those independent of the court system, to monitor and report on 

implementation of those recommendations adopted here on an ongoing basis” – Special Adviser’s Report, 

pg. 100 

 

The Williams Commission acknowledges the support of former Chief Judge Janet 

DiFiore, Chief Administrative Judge Lawrence Marks, Deputy Chief Administrative 

Judge Deborah Kaplan (Courts within New York City), Deputy Chief Administrative 

Judge Norman St. George (Courts outside of New York City), and the Office for Justice 

Initiatives, led by Deputy Chief Administrative Judge Edwina Richardson Mendelson, for 

their efforts thus far to advance equal justice in the court system.  

 

Significant strides have been made to advance fairness, equity and inclusion in the New 

York State courts. This report addresses the current status of affairs in NYC Family 

Court and is supplemental to OCA efforts. The findings and recommendations in this 

report are also consistent with the Williams Commission’s ongoing commitment over 

the last thirty years to address issues in the State’s overburdened courts. The Williams 

Commission acknowledges that many of the solutions will require collaborative efforts 

by OCA, the state legislature, bar associations and other stakeholders.  

 

In preparing this report, the Williams Commission has consulted and drawn upon 

existing reports which analyze questions related to equal justice in Family Court, 

including: 

METHODOLOGY AND SOURCE MATERIALS 
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• Report from the Special Adviser on Equal Justice in the New York State Courts (available 

here); 

• Equal Justice in the New York State Courts: 2021 Year in Review – former Chief Judge’s 

year in review report details reforms that have already been implemented or are 

underway in the court system’s pursuit of equal justice (available here); 

• 2022 State of Judiciary Address – then Chief Judge DiFiore’s recent State of the 

Judiciary address with further updates on progress since the Special Adviser’s 

report was first issued (available here); 

• Commission on Parental Legal Representation’s 2019 Interim Report to Chief Judge DiFiore 

• the Parental Legal Representation Commission was charged by then Chief Judge 

DiFiore to examine the state of mandated Family Court representation (available 

here); and 

• The Impact of COVID-19 on the New York City Family Court: Recommendations on 

Improving Access to Justice for All Litigants – by the New York City Family Court 

COVID Work Group, in a joint project of the New York City Bar Association 

and the Fund for Modern Courts, issued January 2022 (available here). 

 

Additionally, the Williams Commission considered empirical and qualitative data. First, it 

gathered data on the state of Family Court (e.g., case backlogs, judicial diversity, etc.). 

Next, it engaged in a myriad of meetings and conversations with Family Court 

stakeholders—including Family Court judges, practitioners, independent researchers 

studying Family Court, and elected officials—to elicit their input and recommendations to 

address the issues and concerns in Family Court. 

 

Specifically, the Williams Commission met with: 

 

1. State and local elected officials; 

2. Administrative Judge of the Family Court of the City of New York Anne-Marie  

 Jolly; 

3. Supervising Judges of New York City Family Court; 

4. Family Court Judges Association; 

5. New York City Bar Association, Working Group on Racial Equity; 

6. Family defense providers, including the Bronx Defenders (BxD), Brooklyn  

Defender Services (BDS), Center for Family Representation (CFR), Lawyers for 

https://www.nycourts.gov/whatsnew/pdf/SpecialAdviserEqualJusticeReport.pdf
https://www.nycourts.gov/LegacyPDFS/publications/2021-Equal-Justice-Review.pdf
https://www.nycourts.gov/whatsnew/pdf/22_SOJ-Speech.pdf
https://www.ils.ny.gov/files/2019%20Commission%20on%20Parental%20Legal%20Representation%20Interim%20Report.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/documents.nycbar.org/files/Final_Family_Court_Report_22.2.4.pdf
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Children (LFC), Legal Aid Society’s Juvenile Rights Practice (JRP), New York 

County Defender Services, and Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem. 

7. New York City Law Department’s Family Court Division; and 

8. Youth Justice Research Collaborative – The Youth Justice Research Collaborative  

involved 34 youth Court watchers in Family Court and the Youth part. It should 

be noted that the court observers were primarily observing youth justice and 

proceedings of youth going through the criminal process. The observations 

occurred in June 2019. The observations occurred in Brooklyn, Manhattan, 

Queens and the Bronx. The YJRC also provided surveys to 18 service 

organizations and 40 public defenders (73% response rate), held a youth focus 

group in three 2-day workshops where they spoke with young people aged 15-19 

impacted by the legal system.  

 

These meetings and discussions, conducted by the Williams Commission, were catalyzed in 

part by a well-documented racial bias incident in Manhattan Family Court, where a clerk 

was caught on a live microphone using a racial slur to describe a child. 

 

These meetings resulted in honest, productive conversations about advancing equal 

justice in the New York City Family Courts. Key recommendations from those 

dialogues and perspectives are shared in this report, with a focus on recommendations 

adopted by the Williams Commission. The Williams Commission also thanks 

Administrative Judge of the Family Court of the City of New York Anne-Marie Jolly for 

her efforts at addressing the issues facing the New York City Family Court. 

 

 
 

“[J]udges acknowledged to us that the high volume of cases in these courts is their “enemy” in addressing 

bias, specifically. As a Supreme Court justice noted, Housing and Family Court judges have only one 

clerk, while in the court’s Commercial Division, most judges have three clerks. A group of Family Court 

judges surveyed cited research showing that implicit bias is more likely to be acted upon when a decision-

maker is rushed. They noted that if a judge has time to slow down, unpack the case before them, look at 

it from multiple angles and “surface their own biases and reactions” to the individuals involved, that 

judge is more likely to second-guess their own assumptions and biases. In a separate interview, another 

Family Court judge admitted that proceedings are often too rushed when judges are making decisions 

about removing a child from his or her family.” – Special Adviser’s Report on Equal Justice, pg. 56 

DATA ANALYSIS OF FAMILY COURT: BACKLOG AND JUDICIAL DIVERSITY 
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The Williams Commission recognizes that the raw data on case backlogs and “Standards 

& Goals” does not capture the immense human cost currently expended to keep pace 

with benchmarks. Many Family Court judges remarked that the current pace requires 

them to treat every case as though it requires the same amount of time, which is 

detrimental to a nuanced, bias-free analysis. As of February 14, 2022, these are the 

pending cases by age across New York City: 
 
 

 

Additionally, the same challenges in judicial diversity that the Special Adviser identified in 

2020 still largely persist, with 77.6% of all Family Court Judges in New York State 

identifying as White, in January 2022, and 61.5 % of Family Court Judges in New York 

City identifying as White in July 2022. 
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In March 2022, the Williams Commission met with several Supervising Judges of New 

York Family Court, who were unequivocal in their support of increasing compensation 

for assigned counsel and increasing the number of Family Court judges.  

 

The Supervising Judges noted inadequate compensation rates for assigned counsel has 

resulted in attorneys leaving the assigned counsel panels in large numbers. This has the 

collateral effect of overburdening the few remaining attorneys still serving on the panels. 

The Commission on Parental Legal Representation has cited excessive attorney 

caseloads as a substantial factor contributing to inadequate representation, delays, and 

lack of due process. 

 

The Supervising Judges agreed that increasing the number of Family Court judges was 

paramount. It was emphasized that transferring elected Civil Court judges in-and- out of 

New York City Family Court each year strains the system as those Civil Court judges 

PERSPECTIVES FROM NEW YORK FAMILY COURT SUPERVISING JUDGES 
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rotated into Family Court, who may be unfamiliar with Family Court, must be trained 

and the caseloads of the judges rotated out of Family Court must be reassigned, sometimes 

with less than a month’s notice. It was pointed out that these transfers often result in 

delays to the case outcome by more than a year (with the current average length of 

proceedings at sixteen months), impacting appeal rights, as children often age out during 

the appeal and appellate issues are mooted. To ensure smoother transitions and 

ameliorate the impact of judicial transfers, the Supervising Judges suggest that they be 

advised earlier of impending transfers of Civil Court judges out of Family Court. 

 

Additionally, the employment of additional Court Referees, while helpful, does not fully 

address the backlogs in Family Court because litigants often do not consent to the 

issuance of a report and determination by the Referee. Thus, the Family Court judge is 

still required to review and confirm the report. The Supervising Judges stressed that the 

Referees could not and should not serve as replacements for judges. 

 

Next, the perception by some judges and non-judicial court personnel that an 

assignment to Family Court was a “punishment,” or was “inferior” to assignments in 

other courts must be changed. The view, even among judges, is that Family Court lacks 

the “prestige” of the Supreme Court and is a less important component of the State’s 

system of justice. It was noted that court clerks and personnel often attempted to steer 

away from assignments in Family Court, due to the heavy workload and negative 

impressions of Family Court, and frequently sought transfers to other courts, leading to 

high turnover rates of personnel in Family Court. For example, only thirty-six 

applications were submitted for seventy open court personnel positions in Family Court. 

Greater emphasis must be placed on the important nature of the work conducted in 

Family Court to address the needs of the vulnerable populations who routinely appear in 

Family Court. 

 

The most urgent additional recommendation from the Supervising Judges was a clarion 

call on the extreme challenges faced by the state of disrepair of the New York City 

Family Courts. While the New York City Department of Administrative Services is 

responsible for the repair and maintenance of the court buildings, the judges and 

families using the Family Courts are the ones directly subjected to hazardous and 

unsanitary conditions. Detailed photo and video documentation of troubling disrepair 

with the Bronx Family Court building, for example, was shared with the Williams 
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Commission. The Bronx Family Court has severe roof leaks and overflowing toilets, 

resulting in mold, debris, and even human fecal matter in public areas. Water damage 

affects courtrooms, judges’ chambers, and the work areas of clerks and court officers. The 

public’s first impression of the court (the façade of the building) is covered in bird feces.  

 

These conditions underscore the Special Adviser’s findings that the public perceives the 

courts to offer inferior treatment to families of color and litigants from lower-income communities. 

 

The Williams Commission’s discussion with the New York Family Court Judges 

Association focused on similar concerns and delved deeper into the specific challenges of 

Family Court judges on the frontlines of administering justice. 

 

The Association supported the increase to assigned counsel rates, with cost-of-living 

adjustments, to address the dearth of attorneys. The judges noted that attorneys were 

leaving the assigned counsel panels because of the inadequate compensation, leading to 

delays as there were insufficient attorneys to represent the children and families. 

 

The judges were particularly responsive to the Williams Commission’s longstanding 

recommendation to increase the number of Family Court judges, with the specific goal 

of obviating the need to continue the transfers of Civil Court Judges into Family Court.  

 

While the assignment each year of a small number of elected Civil Court judges to sit in 

Family Court, usually for a one- or two-year rotation, provide caseload relief, those 

short-term assignments do not result in long-lasting solutions to the crisis in Family 

Court. An additional twelve to fifteen Family Court judgeships in New York City, 

amounting to a total of sixty-three to sixty-five judges, would ameliorate the most pressing 

demands in New York City Family Court. 

 

Additionally, while the statistics tend to show that New York City Family Court was 

reducing case backlogs, the Family Court judges noted that this was at an enormous 

human cost. The Family Court judges were extremely overworked, operating at an 

“unsustainable pace” to ensure that cases were being timely heard. The accelerated pace 

and the lack of time to employ a more deliberate mode of decision-making required the 

PERSPECTIVES FROM NEW YORK FAMILY COURT JUDGES ASSOCIATION 
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use of shortcuts. The Association noted that “[i]implicit biases are an example of a 

cognitive shortcut; the solution is to slow down the process of making decisions, induce 

deliberation, and ensure that decisions are based in fact, rather than an aggregate of 

biases.” Adequate resources are necessary for each case to receive the judicial attention it 

deserves. Given Family Court’s current resources, allotting cases more time only triggers 

an avalanche of delays. The judges noted these issues require substantive investment in 

resources. 

 

The judges applauded the Court’s ongoing efforts to develop anti-bias training for all 

judges and non-judicial court personnel, emphasizing the need to provide annual, regular 

training for court officers and clerks. Similar ongoing training is also needed, the judges 

noted, to ensure career clerks are updated with the latest technological skills. 

 

Similar resource concerns apply to the availability of court interpreters, which has been 

an ongoing issue for decades. The judges advised that frequently there are lengthy delays in 

obtaining interpreters, which is unfair to the litigants. Emergency hearings, in particular, 

require quicker turnaround for interpreters. 

 

Delays were a persistent theme for the judges, with a root issue being the recent transfer 

of six Civil Court judges out of Family Court, each of whom carried approximately 800 

cases. The judges noted that their daily calendars were completely filled, with emergency 

hearings exacerbating delays. According to the judges, every delay compounds another 

delay, which is detrimental to the outcomes for the children and families. 

 

The judges noted the importance of attracting top clerks given the immense stakes of 

Family Court, but they also candidly observed structural barriers to recruitment for 

Family Court. For example, there is no overtime available to clerks in Family Court, in 

contrast to other courts. Such factors might reasonably make Family Court the least 

attractive choice for clerks with options to serve in other Courts, and many judges noted 

talented staff often leave because they do not feel valued by the court system. 

 

Lastly, a clear, core concern is the negative perception of Family Court held by many 

within and without the court. The resource disparity between Family Court and State 

Supreme Court creates a perception by the public and the court employees, alike, that 

Family Court is undervalued by the Court system. The judges expressed a desire to 
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change the public perception of Family Court and suggested that there should be a 

greater acknowledgement and outreach to the public that the administrators of Family 

Court are aware of the communities’ concerns and are making improvements. 

 

 
 

The Williams Commission also engaged in discussions with numerous elected officials. 

In discussions with a New York State Senator and a State Assemblyman, both agreed 

that increased compensation for assigned counsel was necessary and that there was a 

“tremendous need” for more Family Court judges. Both state legislators were optimistic 

that there was broad bipartisan support for increased assigned counsel compensation. 

Additionally, based on the passage of recent legislation to increase the number of 

Supreme Court judges, they viewed the expansion of Family Court judges as highly 

feasible. Indeed, the Williams Commission is pleased to note that new legislation, which 

adds four new judges to New York City Family Court, was recently signed into law by 

the Governor. The Williams Commission advocates for additional judges to be added to 

Family Courts throughout New York State.  

 

While both state legislators were aware that the Court was assigning elected Civil Court 

judges to Family Court, they agreed this was a temporary fix, as Civil Court judges must 

ultimately return to the court to which they were elected. Continuing to increase the 

number of dedicated, assigned Family Court judges in New York City Family Court will 

address a myriad of woes. 

 

Nevertheless, it was emphasized that the increase in Family Court judges alone would 

not solve the problem. Emphasis must also be placed on the method of assigning cases, 

the timeliness of hearings, and the repair to courthouse buildings. 

 

One concern was that, while gender diversity is strong among judges, there is a shortage 

of male judges of color. Additionally, with the persistent diversity challenges upstate, the 

creation of smaller judicial districts was suggested, to strengthen the judicial 

representation of diverse communities situated within larger homogenous communities. 

Similarly, other state and city-wide elected leaders were highly responsive to the 

Williams Commission’s recommendations to increase compensation for assigned 

counsel and increase the number of Family Court judges. Multiple New York elected 

PERSPECTIVES FROM STATE AND CITY ELECTED LEADERS 
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executives additionally emphasized their commitment to the work of increasing judicial 

diversity, expanding the pipeline of diverse talent between the private sector and state 

and local governments, and advancing equal justice. 
 
 

 

As the Williams Commission met with various stakeholders, in addition to agreeing to 

increased compensation for assigned counsel and increasing the number of Family Court 

judges, the stakeholders consistently advanced the following recommendations: 

 

Eliminate instances of demeaning treatment of litigants and counsel in Family 

Court. These stakeholders uniformly requested for there to be an improvement in the 

treatment of children and families who appear in Family Court by Family Court judges 

and non-judicial court personnel. Stakeholders advised that judges often: yelled or 

shouted at litigants and counsel; used generic labels, such as “mom” or “dad” to address 

litigants, rather than their proper names; permitted court personnel to treat litigants and 

counsel disrespectfully, discourteously, and, in extreme cases, discriminatorily, and 

retaliated against litigants exercising their due process rights.  

 

Very cavalier discussions of experiences of the children and families appearing in court 

often took place and—in a recent incident—a court employee used profanity and racial 

slurs to talk about a child. 

 

Stakeholders emphasized that additional training on judicial temperament and behavior 

was necessary for judges to exercise control of their courtrooms, ensure that litigants 

and counsel are treated with dignity and respect by all court personnel, and immediately 

and appropriately address racist and discriminatory behavior in their courtrooms. 

 

Mandate Anti-Bias Training for all Family Court Judges and Non-Judicial Court 

Personnel. Stakeholders universally called for mandatory anti-bias training for Family 

Court judges and non-judicial court personnel, a recommendation previously made by 

the Williams Commission to the Special Adviser on Equal Justice in the Courts, and 

thereafter embraced by the Chief Judge. The development of such a training program is 

PERSPECTIVES FROM FAMILY DEFENDERS SERVICES, NEW YORK CITY 

BAR ASSOCIATION WORKING GROUP, NEW YORK CITY LAW 

DEPARTMENT, AND THE YOUTH JUSTICE RESEARCH COLLABORATIVE 
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currently underway, under the direction of Deputy Chief Administrative Judge 

Mendelson. As of October 28, 2022, New York State Office of Court Administration 

completed  mandatory anti-bias training for  all judges and court personnel. 

 

Provide for Court Observations and Feedback for Judges and Non-Judicial Court 

Personnel by Colleagues, Supervisors, or Independent Court Watchers. Multiple 

stakeholders suggested that Family Court judges would benefit from feedback about their 

courtroom demeanor or behavior, and that a system should be implemented whereby 

Family Court judges and non-judicial court personnel are regularly observed in the 

courtroom by colleagues and supervisors or independent court watchers, to monitor the 

treatment of court users and offer remedial recommendations. It was noted that such a 

court observation program for judges and other court participants should focus on the 

pillars of procedural justice and eliminating bias. 

 

Those stakeholders preferring the independent watchers noted that observations by 

supervising judges would not be illustrative of daily behaviors and statements, given that 

judges, court officers, and court clerks all behave differently (and more respectfully) when 

their supervisors are watching. The feedback of independent court watchers was thus 

more reliable with respect to the behavior and demeanor of judges and court personnel. 

 

Appropriately Resource High Volume Courts. The stakeholders’ chief complaint 

shared with the Williams Commission is consistent with the Special Adviser’s assessment 

of the dehumanizing effect of an under-resourced, over-burdened Family Court system 

on litigants and its disparate impact on people of color (Special Adviser Report, p. 54). The 

stakeholders also expressed concerns regarding the recent re-assignments of Civil Court 

Judges out of New York City Family Court, resulting in a critical loss of judicial 

resources and significant disruptions to children and families and to the administration of 

justice. 

 

Prioritize the Schedules of Parents and their Families in the Calendaring of Court 

Appearances. The Williams Commission also heard from stakeholders that future 

court dates are often scheduled far apart. The disregard for the parents’ schedule or 

child-care responsibilities in the calendaring of cases also reflected negatively on the 

court processes. With additional resources, the family court hearings should be timely 

scheduled.  
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Enhanced Court User Feedback Processes. Stakeholders also encouraged the use of a 

feedback system, electronic and/or paper-based, for all court users, judges, and non-

judicial court personnel to provide information regarding interactions with and amongst 

judges, attorneys, and court personnel. This system would promote accountability and 

educate the court regarding interactions among judges, court staff, stakeholders, and 

court users to remediate issues. There should be a transparent mechanism for sharing 

data about the experiences of all court users. 

 

Additionally, the Court should support efforts to develop and reinforce activities that 

promote shared values and increased discussion amongst stakeholders. As one 

stakeholder noted, “[p]roviding a regular opportunity for stakeholders to work together 

to develop, present, and participate in such programming would go far to develop an 

inclusive community in the New York City Family Court.” 

 

UCMS Access for Attorneys or the Creation of an Electronic Filing System. 

Stakeholders also consistently emphasized the need for UCMS access to provide quality 

defense to parents and children. They argued that limited UCMS access creates unequal 

access to information, therefore setting the groundwork for unequal justice. 

Stakeholders urged that the court system should provide universal access to UCMS for 

all attorneys. The Williams Commission notes that in accordance with the new statewide 

access rules, as of March 1, 2022, applications may be submitted by individuals who do 

not currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry. 

 

Creation of Uniform Court Rules for Virtual Court Proceedings. Stakeholders also 

emphasized that the varying and ad hoc rules in Family Court from part to part allowed 

for dehumanizing conduct to persist, because there were no set standards regarding the 

conduct of proceedings by judges and non-judicial court personnel. The stakeholders 

argued that the uniform rules for virtual court proceedings would not infringe on the 

discretion of judges to run their courtrooms but would rather instill confidence in 

litigants that they will be treated fairly and respectfully. The Williams Commission notes 

that other courts that have effectively conducted remote proceedings. A flexible 

approach in the administration of remote proceedings is also important; for example, by 

permitting litigants to appear by phone for proceedings when necessary. Additionally, 

the rules should provide the methods for the introduction of evidence in remote 
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proceedings. 

 

Stakeholders also recommended that, with the increased use of technology, the court 

system should scrutinize new processes (virtual platforms, etc.) using data and 

methodology to ensure that advances in technology do not create adverse consequences 

based on race or economic status. 

 

 

After reviewing statistical data and engaging in conversations with numerous 

stakeholders, the Williams Commission issues the following twelve recommendations 

for consideration and further action: 

 

I. Increase the compensation of attorneys assigned to Family Court litigants. 

 

The low rate of compensation for assigned counsel has resulted in many attorneys 

withdrawing from the assigned counsel panels. In particular, a dramatic exodus from the 

attorney-for-the-child panels has resulted in increased adjournments and significant 

delays in many of our family courts. The Williams Commission notes that Family Court is 

facing a crisis where the lack of assigned counsel to represent children has delayed the 

adjudication of matters that have severe consequences for the family unit, including 

orders of protections against violent behavior. 

 

The lack of timely access to counsel is an unconstitutional infringement on the rights of 

children and their parents. The Williams Commission urges swift action to address this 

dire situation and to remediate the dramatic exodus of Family Court attorneys, who cite 

unlivable compensation as a primary exit motivation. The Williams Commission 

expresses its continued support of legislation to raise compensation rates for assigned 

counsel panels and remedy an injustice in our Family and Criminal Courts affecting the 

constitutional rights of children and families.  The Williams Commission acknowledges 

the recent decision by a Manhattan trial court judge to increase the compensation rate 

for 18-B attorneys. The legislature should also prioritize this issue and pass legislation 

for a statewide increase for assigned counsel.  

 

 

RECAP OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
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II. Increase the number of Family Court judges and address judicial  

 vacancies. 

The Williams Commission continues to urge an increase in the number of Family Court 

judges, both downstate and upstate, by a minimum of fifteen additional Family Court 

judgeships, to address increasing caseloads and ensure timely access to justice for 

children and families whose safety and welfare is at stake. The Williams Commission 

applauds the recent law expanding the number of Supreme Court judges and Family 

Court judges. The new law adds four judges to New York City Family Court and 

increases the number of Family Court judges in Nassau and Saratoga Counties. 

Nevertheless, to ensure timely access to justice for children and families whose safety and 

welfare are at stake, the creation of an additional fifteen to twenty Family Court 

judgeships must be prioritized and is critical to address increasing caseloads. 

Additionally, the Williams Commission recommends that judicial vacancies in New York 

City Family Court be immediately addressed. The Williams Commission also 

recommends that Family Court publish regular statistical reports on its case totals, 

filings, and delays on its website. The Williams Commission notes that such a report is 

currently underway. 

 

III. Increase diversity on the Family Court bench. 

 

The judiciary should reflect the communities it serves. While the Family Courts are 

largely utilized by people of color, recent data noted that 77.6% of all New York State 

Family judges and 61.5% of all New York City Family judges identify as White. The 

Williams Commission continues to support the need for a more diverse judiciary. 

 

IV. Address and eliminate the “dehumanizing” culture that exists in Family Court.   
 

The Williams Commission recommends that Family Court judges receive additional 

training on judicial temperament and behavior and on exercising control of their 

courtrooms to ensure proper treatment of litigants and counsel by judges and non- 

judicial court personnel. Family Court judges, as well as counsel for the litigants,  should 

be required to call litigants by their proper names, rather than generic labels such as 

“mom” or “dad,” refrain from yelling or shouting at litigants and counsel, respect all 

legal positions, even those with which the judge disagrees, control their courtrooms to 

ensure that litigants and counsel are treated with dignity and respect by all court 
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personnel, and immediately and appropriately address racist and discriminatory behavior 

in their courtrooms. The Commission commends additional training that will be 

implemented by OCA and the Office of Justice Initiatives to address enhanced 

procedural justice training for Family Court judges. 

 

Additionally, the Williams Commission recommends the posting of signage in the 

courthouses, advising the public of Court User Expectations and Responsibilities, 

including the expectation that judges and other court personnel will accord litigants and 

counsel with courteous, professional, and respectful treatment, and making clear the   

steps to file informal and formal complaints of discriminatory or biased treatment by 

judges and court personnel. The  NYS Office of Court Administration has finalized 

signage for Court User Expectation and Responsibilities which will soon appear in court 

buildings  throughout New York State. 

 

V. Provide mandatory, annual anti-racist and anti-bias training for Family  

 Court judges and all non-judicial court personnel. 
 

In his report, the Special Adviser on Equal Justice agreed with the Williams 

Commission’s recommendation regarding annual mandatory training on bias for all 

judicial and non-judicial court personnel across the court system. Then Chief Judge Janet 

DiFiore fully embraced this recommendation. The development of such a training 

program is underway, under the leadership of the Deputy Chief Administrative Judge 

Mendelson. The need for such mandatory training on an annual basis is well- 

documented, and the Williams Commission will continue to monitor the development 

and implementation of such a program. The NYS Office of Court Administration has 

completed mandatory implicit bias training for all New York State judicial and non-

judicial personnel as of October 28, 2022.  

 

VI. Provide for observation and feedback for judges and non-judicial court  

 personnel from colleagues and supervisors or independent court watchers. 
 

The Williams Commission recommends a system be implemented for the regular 

observation of Family Court judges and non-judicial court personnel by their colleagues 

and supervisors or independent court watchers, to monitor the treatment of court users 

and offer remedial recommendations. Regular observations for judges and court 

personnel would provide a mechanism for accountability and improvements. 
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VII. Increase the resources for Family Courts. 

 

The Williams Commission recommends that additional resources be devoted to the 

Family Courts, including the hiring of more court clerks and court interpreters, and 

investing in critical repairs to address major health and sanitation hazards in aging 

Family Court buildings. See Appendix A for photographs and video of these hazards. 

Further, the Family Courts should alleviate the overcrowding and overuse of inadequate 

facilities. The court system should invest in expanded resources for virtual court 

proceedings, such as virtual access sites and technological support hotlines, to encourage 

virtual appearances whenever appropriate for a case. Family Court may also 

consider adopting a staggered calendaring approach, wherein it provides litigants with a 

distinct timeframe for their appearances. This approach, adopted by some courts for 

social distancing purposes, would avoid exacerbating the overcrowded conditions and 

enhance the court user experience. 

 

VIII. Prioritization of parents and their families in the scheduling of court  

 appearances. 
 

The Williams Commission recommends that Family Court seek to prioritize the 

schedule of parents and their families in the calendaring of future court appearances and 

reduce the length of time between court dates. 

 

IX. Employ Court User Feedback Processes. 

 

The Williams Commission recommends that a feedback system (electronic and/or 

paper-based) be employed to collect information about interactions with and amongst 

judges, attorneys, and non-judicial court personnel to ensure accountability from all 

perspectives. There should be a transparent mechanism for sharing data about the 

experiences of all court users. The Williams Commission acknowledges the recently 

installed digital signs in the lobbies of all Family Court houses to provide information 

about the process for litigants to register concerns. 
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X. Broader Attorney Access to UCMS and the Creation of an Electronic  

 Filing System. 
 

The Williams Commission notes that the Family Court has been addressing the concern 

raised by the stakeholders regarding UCMS access and that as of March 1, 2022, the 

New York City Family Court began accepting new applications for access to UCMS 

Family Web Inquiry. For those who currently have access to UCMS Family Web 

Inquiry, access will continue. Users can search UCMS by docket number or file number 

only. While reports and evidence are not currently accessible, Family Court is 

developing policies and procedures respecting accessibility of those documents. 

Additionally, the Family Court is also in the process of implementing an electronic filing 

system (New York State Court Electronic Filing System [NYSCEF]) which will be 

launched in July 2022. 

 

XI. Enact Uniform Procedural Rules for Virtual Proceedings. 

 

The Williams Commission recommends the enactment of uniform procedural rules to 

govern Family Court, all parts, to avoid varying and ad hoc rules which allow for 

dehumanizing conduct to persist. Since remote proceedings in Family Court will 

continue, such uniform rules are necessary to address, for example, the introduction of 

various forms of evidence in virtual and in-person proceedings and the availability of 

virtual proceedings, including proceedings by phone, to allow for greater consistency. 

The Williams Commission looks forward to the issue of virtual proceedings being 

addressed in a Report from the Committee for the Modern Courts  

 

Xll.  Ensure critical repairs to address major health and sanitation hazards in  

aging Family Court buildings (see Appendix A - pictures from a Bronx Family Court 

building). 

 

The Office of Court Administration must ensure that NYCDCAS makes the necessary 

repairs to the courthouse buildings.  Moreover, OCA must examine and implore new 

strategies to ensure that NYCDAS maintains the courthouse buildings and takes 

proactive steps to prevent further deterioration.  The pictures in Appendix A represent a 

Family Court building in Bronx County.  Due to strong requests by NYS Office of 

Court Administration improvements have been made, but there must be consistent 

commitment by NYCDCAS for comprehensive repairs throughout the City.  
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In closing, as noted by former Chief Judge DiFiore in the Year in Review Report (p. 38), 

“The Special Adviser reminds us throughout his report that attention and accountability must be at the 

forefront of our continued work. The Unified Court System’s leadership understands and expects that our 

communities, court system stakeholders and members of our own court family will hold us 

responsible for fully implementing the Special Adviser’s recommendations.” 

 

Then Chief Judge DiFiore made clear her commitment to addressing systemic racism and 

racial and ethnic bias in the court system and prioritized the implementation of the 

recommendations found in the Special Adviser’s report. Indeed, the Special Adviser’s 

recommendation, that the Williams Commission be given a larger platform to effectuate 

its mission to eradicate systemic racism in the courts, has been realized with additional 

staffing and resources provided to support the Williams Commission’s mission. 

Additionally, the Special Adviser’s report noted the Williams Commission is uniquely 

qualified to address many of the Special Adviser’s recommendations because it is an 

existing institution that has been confronting these issues for decades. Over the last thirty 

years, the Williams Commission has sought to promote equal access and full 

participation in the court system by persons and communities of color in the judicial 

process and the legal profession. 

 

The Williams Commission submits this report to draw attention to the pressing issues 

facing New York City Family Court, impacting most severely indigent litigants and 

people of color, and to provide potential solutions. While it is acknowledged that many 

of the issues have been longstanding, the path to justice in Family Court requires 

recognition of the issues, collaboration by the stakeholders, and effective oversight. The 

Williams Commission calls upon the administrative, legislative, and judicial branches to 

address the current crisis in New York City Family Court and to implement the 

recommendations submitted herein. 

CONCLUSION 
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Please note that the above pictures are from a Bronx County Family Court building.
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STATE OF NEW YORK 

UNIFIED COURT SYSTEM 

NEW YORK CITY FAMILY COURT 
60 LAFAYETTE STREET 

NEW YORK, N.Y. 10013 

 

 
HON. ANNE-MARIE JOLLY DOREEN M. HANLEY 

Administrative Judge Chief Clerk 

 
MEMORANDUM 

 

TO: Organizations with an interest in NYC Family Court 

FROM: Hon. Anne-Marie Jolly 

Doreen M. Hanley 

DATE: January 28, 2022 

RE: Access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry 
 

 
We are pleased to inform you that as of March 1, 2022, the New York City Family Court will begin 

to accept new applications for access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry, the web-based, view-only 

application that provides access to Family Court case information and documents contained in the 

New York State Unified Court System’s Universal Case Management System (UCMS.) In 

accordance with new statewide access rules, as of March 1, 2022, applications may be submitted by 

individuals who do not currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry. The application 

process will be electronic. Information and the online application will be available at UCMS 

Family Web Inquiry Application - Online Surveys (questionpro.com). For those who currently 

have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry, access will continue. A new application is not 

necessary. 

 
Grants of access to the UCMS Family Web Inquiry system are made in the sole discretion of the 

court. New access will be granted to individuals, not to organizations. An individual who seeks 

access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry as a member or employee of an organization (e.g., a law firm 

or government agency) that has significant and continuing involvement with cases in the New York 

City Family Court will be eligible for access provided the individual’s use of UCMS Family Web 

Inquiry is in furtherance of the business of the organization and the organization certifies that the 

individual needs access in order to perform job duties. The organization must demonstrate that it 

has significant and continuing involvement with 50 or more distinct pending family file numbers 

and must demonstrate its need for access. An organization may designate a single individual to act 

as a liaison with the court to submit multiple individual applications on behalf of the organization’s 

members or employees. A privately retained attorney not applying as a member or employee of an 

organization (a “private attorney”) is required to demonstrate that he or she represents clients in 10 

or more distinct pending family file numbers in the New York City Family Court. Private attorneys 

must also submit proof of representation for the 10 family files as requested by the court, which 

may include a copy of a retainer agreement, a notice of appearance, and/or an authorization from 

 
 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fucmsfaminquirynyc.questionpro.com%2F&data=04%7C01%7Crpspolzino%40nycourts.gov%7Cb91e06a4ba6a4681278d08d9e29f8d1b%7C3456fe92cbd1406db5a35364bec0a833%7C0%7C0%7C637789997183247612%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Swsi7PTIUAOX7uoODN9IZhcvYkFE5hwyKEA4A8O%2FXdU%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fucmsfaminquirynyc.questionpro.com%2F&data=04%7C01%7Crpspolzino%40nycourts.gov%7Cb91e06a4ba6a4681278d08d9e29f8d1b%7C3456fe92cbd1406db5a35364bec0a833%7C0%7C0%7C637789997183247612%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Swsi7PTIUAOX7uoODN9IZhcvYkFE5hwyKEA4A8O%2FXdU%3D&reserved=0
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the client. Attorneys on 18-B panels may be considered for access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry 

by virtue of their membership on an 18-B panel and are not required to prove a minimum number of 

pending file numbers. Identical file numbers in different counties within New York City which 

represent different families are considered different file numbers. Every applicant must 

demonstrate, to the satisfaction of the court, his or her need for access to UCMS Family Web 

Inquiry and that other methods of accessing the desired case information are not satisfactory. 

 
Each individual applicant for new access will be required to sign an access agreement. Where the 

applicant is a member or employee of an organization, the organization instead of the individual 

applicant will be required to submit a signed agreement covering all its members and/or employees. 

 

Organizations that currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry and already have access 

agreements with the Unified Court System (UCS) will be required to execute updated access 

agreements in order to maintain their access. The court will contact such organizations at a future 

date. Individuals who currently have access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry will be required to sign 

a new access agreement. 

 
Each grant of access will be limited to the types of matters to which the individual reasonably needs 

access (or in the case of an employee of an organization, including law firms and government 

agencies, the types of matters to which the organization reasonably needs access) as determined by 

UCS. Existing users of UCMS Family Web Inquiry will continue to have access to the same range 

of case types they currently have until March 1, 2022, after which time, the range of case types to 

which existing users have access may change. At that time, the scope of any user’s access may be 

adjusted to come into compliance with the court’s policy that access be granted only for the types of 

matters to which the user reasonably needs access as determined by the UCS. Access will be 

discontinued for those existing users who no longer need access. Users will be notified in advance 

of any change in the scope of their access. 

 
Users will be able to view only documents that the user, or the user’s organization, is entitled to 

view under section 205.5 of the Uniform Rules of the Family Court or other applicable law or 

rule. Rule 205.5 permits access to the pleadings, legal papers formally filed in the proceeding, 

findings, decisions and orders. Motions are currently unavailable in UCMS Web Inquiry but will be 

available at a future date. Requests for particular Motions may be made following the directions at 

Guidelines for Requesting Subpoenas, Transcripts & Record Room Documents.pdf (nycourts.gov) 

on the NYC Family Court website. The documents will be sent via secure e-mail through UCMS to 

the E-Notify Portal. For information about logging into the E-Notify Portal, please see the link on 

the NYC Family Court website at eNotify-User-Guide-2022-Email-Recipients.pdf (nycourts.gov). 

Users are reminded that viewing information or documents other than as authorized by Rule 205.5 

is prohibited except by specific court order. 

 
New users will be able to search UCMS by docket number or file number only. Existing users will 

retain the ability to search by name until March 1, 2022, after which time the ability to search by 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nycourts.gov%2FLegacyPDFS%2Fcourts%2Fnyc%2Ffamily%2FGuidelines%2520for%2520Requesting%2520Subpoenas%2C%2520Transcripts%2520%26%2520Record%2520Room%2520Documents.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Crpspolzino%40nycourts.gov%7Cb91e06a4ba6a4681278d08d9e29f8d1b%7C3456fe92cbd1406db5a35364bec0a833%7C0%7C0%7C637789997183247612%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=%2F0CLRSi0LosfHNd0kbwOsd8gIKtEtaAUgr7g1WXa3jI%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nycourts.gov%2FLegacyPDFS%2FCOURTS%2Fnyc%2Ffamily%2FeNotify-User-Guide-2022-Email-Recipients.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Crpspolzino%40nycourts.gov%7Cb91e06a4ba6a4681278d08d9e29f8d1b%7C3456fe92cbd1406db5a35364bec0a833%7C0%7C0%7C637789997183247612%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=kU689FYnG6vtvy12JKJGUFx1GOy0Hc1EskXFoCGLBv4%3D&reserved=0
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name will no longer be available and a docket or file number will be required to search for a case 

record. 

 
After March 1, 2022 reports and evidence will not be accessible. Copies of confidential documents 

may be obtained by application to the court. Copies of exhibits offered into evidence may be 

obtained from the party offering them or, for exhibits offered by the court, by application to the 

court. 

 
These application requirements and procedures have been adopted statewide to foster efficient and 

appropriate access to court records in compliance with section 205.5 of the Uniform Rules of the 

Family Court and other applicable laws and court rules, and for the protection of confidential 

information. If you are granted UCMS Family Web Inquiry access, please keep in mind that there 

are penalties for the improper use of confidential court records. We remind users that court records 

are also available through the record rooms, via email request. 

 
Please go to UCMS Family Web Inquiry Application - Online Surveys (questionpro.com) to begin 

the application process for access to UCMS Family Web Inquiry. 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fucmsfaminquirynyc.questionpro.com%2F&data=04%7C01%7Crpspolzino%40nycourts.gov%7Cb91e06a4ba6a4681278d08d9e29f8d1b%7C3456fe92cbd1406db5a35364bec0a833%7C0%7C0%7C637789997183247612%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Swsi7PTIUAOX7uoODN9IZhcvYkFE5hwyKEA4A8O%2FXdU%3D&reserved=0

