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STATEMENT OF SUPERVISOR RIDLEY-THOMAS ON 

OPENING JUVENILE DEPENDENCY COURT HEARINGS 
TO PUBLIC 

 
Los Angeles--The Board of Supervisors is set to approve its state legislative 

priorities for 2011 at its meeting today.  Among them is a proposal to open 

juvenile dependency court hearings to the public. These hearings, which 

determine matters such as whether children are taken from the custody of their 

parents, are now confidential.  

 

Supervisor Ridley-Thomas firmly supports the proposal as a major step toward 

reforming the child protection and welfare system, which in Los Angeles County 

is the subject of intense scrutiny over deaths of children due to abuse and 

neglect.  

 

Supervisor Ridley-Thomas’ statement:  

 

“Opening dependency courts may yield the biggest bang-for-the-buck of any 

child-protection measure. Any solution to our current child safety crisis lies in 

expanding, not curtailing civil rights.  
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Dependency court proceedings are closed to protect children and their families 

from potential public humiliation and embarrassment.  But doing so can also 

shield a failing system from public scrutiny. As a result, parents may be treated 

poorly behind closed doors – which many families in my district have said is the 

case.  Making dependency court hearings public (with specific privacy 

protections remaining in place) will make the system accountable.  

 

Open proceedings also, however, enable child welfare officials to protect 

themselves from false accusations.  In other words, those worthy of scrutiny 

could no longer hide behind confidentiality; and those who suffer false 

accusations silently could defend themselves with the public record.   

 

The news media, with full access to hearings, can be a powerful advocate for 

currently voiceless parents and children, and can keep an even more vigilant 

watch on the government.  Other large states, including New York, Illinois, 

Florida and Pennsylvania have public dependency courts.   

 

In the midst of a furor over child deaths in Los Angeles County, it’s time to move 

beyond finger-pointing.  There is no indisputable fix to our broken child welfare 

system. If there was, the Board of Supervisors and the news media would surely 

embrace and implement such a solution.  

 

No one is willing to sacrifice children. Responsible leaders--in both government 

and newspapers--would not suggest otherwise simply because they disagree 

over particular policies or the leadership of the Department of Children and 

Family Services.  

 

I applaud the County for supporting opening our dependency courts. It’s the kind 

of sensible action necessary to ensure our current focus on child welfare leads to 

long-term solutions rather than hasty policies crafted in response to short-term 

flare-ups.  



 

 
#### 

 


