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Family Court wisdom
New York's chief judge moves to end
a tradition of closed-door proceedings

he staters courts have put an end
to a disturbing practice of say
ing one thing and doing quiteanother. The law long has been that

family court proceedings should be as
open as what goes on in any other court.In practice, though, those proceedings
were routinely closed. Public scrutiny
was a casualty and so was accountability.

That all changes in September, when
new rules announced the other day by
Judith S. Kaye, the staters chief judge,
.tiake effect. Family court will be open to
the public, and the news media as well.
Those courts will be closed only in cases
where the privacy and protection of
litigants is the most overriding concern
.o fa l l .

Of course there will be those cases. A
family court judge in Westchester

. Coimty recently closed the hearings,
over the objections of New York City
area newspapers, involving psychiatric
evaluations of 12-year-old Malcolm
Shabazz, who is accused of setting the

fire in which his grandmother, Betty
Shabazz, was severely burned. Adoption
cases and sexual matters involving chil
dren also might well be closed. Chief
Administrative Judge Jonathan Lippman
makes it clear, however, that when a
judge closes family court to the public, it
better be for a good reason.

The reasoning behind the new rules is
sound. Unless die public knows what's
going on in family court and has confidence in the system, justice isn't being
served. Even if the system was working
well, but no one knew it, what greater
good was done?

Public visibility is essential in family
court, which is playing a larger role than
ever in New York in everything from
domestic violence cases to child abuse to
young felons. Judges in particular couldbe held to higher standards as they
implement these new rules and try tomaintain the proper balance of accessi- ]
bility, protection and privacy. All that,
though, is as it should be.
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