Audit confirms famil

B

As legislative leaders prepare for
a special session later this year on
domestic court law, a legislative
performance audit released Sun-
day confirmed what most thought:
The current family law master sys-
tem is understaffed, overworked
and slow:

A 1984 federal law intended to
speed chil cases said state
courts should be able to issue or-
ders in divorce cases within six
months of the filing date, and nine
months for other domestic court
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cases. Only 56 percent of the cas-
es handied by family law masters
are resolved within those deadlines,
the performance review by the Of-
fice of Legislative Auditor showed.

Penny Crandall, director of the
family law miaster program with the
state Supreme Court, told the Joint
Committee on Government Opera-
tions that she did not disparte the fig-
ures. She did note that federal law
expects 75 percent of the cases to
comply with the time frames,

She said that while the number

and complexity of domestic rela-
tions cases has increased dramati-
cally in recent years, the number of
family law masters statewide — 14
full time, 13 part time — has not
changed

Each law master also has only
one assistant, who handles a vari-
ety of administrative and secretari-
al duties, she noted. Crandall said
a rapid increase in the number of
pro se cases — people representing
themselves — has substantially in-
creased workloads for those assis-
tants

““Our offices are inundated with

questions fmm mqplgabwt how to

process those forms,” she said. “T
certainly agree we have a tremen-
dous staffing problem.”

A survey of family law masters
by the legisiative auditor showed
that 65 percent favored having ad-
ditional staffers to handle pro se cas-
es.
They raised ethical concerns
about having their aides help pre-
pare forms for cases they will hear

Most — 77 percent — agreed
that the current system, where
magistrates, law masters and cir-
cult courts have jurisdiction over

various parts of domesiic law, cre- .

y law problems

However, only 48 percent said re-
sponsibility for domestic-violence
protective orders should be trans-
ferred from magistrate courts to law
masters. One respondent said that
would work if all iaw masters were
full-time employees and if law mas-
ters were added to the system.

Seventy percent agreed that one
reason the system is slow is that
family law masters cannot hold in-
dividuals in contempt of court when
visitation, child-support and other
orders are not followed.
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he Underwood administration this
veek to reach consensus on a spe-
ial session on domestic court law
ater this year.

House Speaker Bob Kiss, D-
Raleigh, said there were no meet-
ngs Sunday, but expected a deci-
ion in the next two to three days.

“We're still aiming, hoping for a
May special session,” he said Sun-
lay.
Senate President Earl Ray
lomblin, D-Logan, said he planned
o meet with members of the Sen-

ate on Sunday evening and this
morning to determine whether to
proceed with an effort to call a ses-
sion by petition ¢f three-fifths of the
members of the House and Senate,

“We have all day tomorrow, and
everyone will be here in town if we
gzed to get signatures,” he said Sun-

y.
Gov. Cecil Underwood said last
week he will call a ial session
when the administration and law-
makers come up with a consensus
on the issue, Ul vetoed a bill
that would have replaced family law
masters with a family court systern,
saying he had concerns about the
workload for the new judges. -

To contact staff writer Phil Kabler,
call 348-5193.



