
I N T R O D U C T I O N

A primary responsibility for child welfare agencies
is to achieve permanency for our children in the
timeliest manner possible. As child welfare is court
driven, our interaction with the court is critical to
this process. The focus of this research project was
to take a look at the juvenile court process and
identify areas that delayed the overall goal of
achieving permanency in a timely manner.

The juvenile court dependency process is a broad
topic, and it first became necessary to identify the
areas of primary focus for my research into this
topic. Contra Costa County has been in the process
of collecting data regarding the amount of time it
takes for our cases to achieve disposition. It has
been discovered that the process can often take four
to six months. The time taken to achieve disposition
is critical because it affects the amount of time a
family has to complete its reunification plan. Per
Welfare & Institutions Code § 361.5 (2) (3), the
time it takes a case to achieve jurisdiction, the
proving of the petition to be true, has a direct
impact on the amount of time left for reunification
efforts. Per the referenced code section, reunifica-
tion timelines are determined to be the earlier of
the date the case achieved jurisdiction or 60 days
from the date on which the child was initially
removed from the physical custody of their parent
or guardian. In Contra Costa County, jurisdictional
contests can take three weeks to several months to
complete. A dispositional trial can take up to a

month or more. For reasons stated above, the focus
of my project was the period of time a case was in
the dependency process from detention through dis-
position. I decided to look at the court process in
San Mateo County due their shortened timelines to
disposition (four to six weeks). How does San Mateo
County achieve disposition in such a timely man-
ner? What is it that they are doing differently?

F I N D I N G S

San Mateo County has a number of court processes
that they believe have increased their effectiveness
in court and decreased their timelines to disposi-
tion. The specific areas researched are as follows:

• San Mateo County has a combined jurisdiction/
disposition (juris/dispo) hearing and report to
which they credit a major part of their success
in achieving timely disposition. The advantage
of this report and process are significant. The
court and all parties are given information on
the evidence and the position/recommendations
of the child welfare agency at the beginning of
the case. This information enables the case to
be resolved more quickly and jurisdiction to be
achieved in a timely manner, which affects time
for reunification as discussed above.

• San Mateo County Child Welfare Agency
requires their emergency response (ER) workers
to prepare a detention report, which includes a
listing of evidence and witnesses. This report is
presented to the court at the detention hearing.
The detention report forms the basis for the
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jurisdictional part of the juris/dispo report. It
provides supporting evidence for the allegations
of the worker assigned to court and the court’s
request to detain the child.

• ER workers in San Mateo County appear at the
detention hearing on behalf of the agency. This
is helpful for a number of reasons: a) the ER
worker conducts the original investigation and
determines the need for removal and/or court
involvement, b) the request for court involve-
ment is determined by the ER worker’s under-
standing of the allegations as described in the
petition to the court, and c) parties to the case
have a right to cross-examine the preparer of
the report. The ER worker is present for the
detention hearing and can directly answer the
court’s questions, which facilitates the hearing
and process.

• The court officers’ function in the court process
is significant. They support the ER worker in
court and ensure that child welfare agency poli-
cy is being followed in the court process. The
quality of their assistance to staff and their
interactions with the court directly affect the
court process. Court officers in San Mateo
County are centralized, allowing for easy com-
munication between the Court Officers regard-
ing court-related issues. They keep one another
advised of unusual issues and are able to easily
discuss department policy in relation those
issues. They respond consistently and quickly
to the court in relation to child welfare policy
and procedure. This consistency and facility of
response is believed to enhance the child wel-
fare agency’s relationship with the court. In San
Mateo County, the court officer writes the peti-
tions based on information provided by the ER
Worker. This ensures uniformity of language in
the petition, which is appreciated by their court.
This also facilitates the court process by avoid-

ing the delays that can occur when petitions 
are written in a manner which do not conform 
to law.

• San Mateo County Counsel employs a liaison
who receives the report from the child welfare
agency, assists in preparation of witnesses, and
prepares the county counsel for the court hear-
ing of an assigned case. They also work with
child welfare workers on preparation of the
court report. San Mateo County reports a very
good relationship with their county counsel; one
that they feel greatly supports them in their
court process. The quality of this relationship is
attributed to the liaison position described
above.

R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S

• Contra Costa County is in the process of imple-
menting the juris/dispo report and process. Our
bench recognizes the issues related to the
delays in our court process and is looking to the
juris/dispo process as a significant way to
address this issue.

• There is no question that the detention report is
a valuable document. I highly recommend that
this report be implemented in Contra Costa
County.

• It makes great sense for the detention hearing to
be handled by the ER worker rather than the
court worker. The ER worker is the individual
who determined the need for removal and has
the most knowledgeable about the case. As
counsel more heavily represents detention hear-
ings in our county, there will be a need for ER
workers to be available for cross-examination.

• There are advantages to the decentralized court
officer function we have in Contra Costa County.
The biggest advantage is the involvement of the
court officers in the district offices. Our court
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officers are assigned to and have their offices
located in a particular district. They are able to
assist workers with preparation of their reports
and to answer questions. The workers appreci-
ate their involvement in their cases and the
assistance they offer both in and out of court.

• The structure of our Office of the County
Counsel differs from San Mateo County. Contra
Costa County Office of the County Counsel has
a separate juvenile division, with an assistant
county counsel in charge of that division. The
deputies assigned to the juvenile division pre-
pare their own cases and subpoena and prepare
witnesses. They also work closely with the
workers in preparing the cases. There does not
appear to be a need for that particular job func-
tion in Contra Costa County.

C O N C L U S I O N

Contra Costa County is now in the process of imple-
mentation of the juris/dispo report and process.
This is a significant “culture change” for our
agency – a change in the way we “do court.” This
change involves communication with the public and
private bar, county counsel, the bench and our staff.
Committees have been formed, and feedback and
discussion about the process with interested parties
is on-going. We are also taking a close look at our
emergency response function and have formed a
committee to look at that process. These changes
are being guided by good principals for organiza-
tional change, including: a) consideration of the
need to provide direction, b) basing our changes on
our organizational strengths, c) ensuring that the
change is planned with clearly defined outcomes,
and d) ensuring that talents of staff are respected.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

A primary responsibility for child welfare agencies
is to achieve permanency for our children in the
most timely manner possible. As child welfare is
court driven, our interaction with the court is criti-
cal to this process. The focus of this research pro-
ject was to take a look at the juvenile court process
and identify areas that delayed the overall goal of
achieving permanency in a timely manner.

The juvenile court dependency process is a broad
topic and it became necessary for me to focus my
research in this topic. Contra Costa County is in the
process of collecting data regarding the amount of
time it takes our cases to achieve disposition1 and
discovered that the process can often take from four
to six months. The period of time to disposition is
critical to a case in that it affects the amount of
time a family has for reunification efforts. Further
discussion regarding this process is described later
in this report. The focus of my project is the period
of time the dependency process takes, from deten-
tion through disposition. I selected San Mateo
County due to its shortened timelines to disposition
(four to six weeks). I wanted to find out what they
did that differed from our county to achieve disposi-
tion in such a timely manner?

B A C K G R O U N D

Contra Costa County Children & Family Services
(CFS) has taken a good look at our timelines from

detention to disposition. We have tracked cases and
documented the number of hearings and time to
reach disposition. Our statistics show many contin-
uances, which can delay the disposition of a case
from four to six months. These delays are signifi-
cant to a case and affect timelines to permanency
for the following reasons:

• Welfare & Institutions Code Section § 361.5 (2)
dictates that “in cases involving children under
the age of 3, court ordered services shall not
exceed a period of six months from the date the
child entered foster care”. Welf. & Inst. Code §
361.5 (3) states that “a child shall be deemed to
have entered foster care on the earlier of the
date of the jurisdictional hearing…or that date
that is 60 days after the date on which the child
was initially removed from the physical custody
of his or her parent or guardian.”2 This means
that delays in court, which result in delays in
achieving disposition, can result in less time
allowed for reunification efforts. The cases that
come into the dependency system are often
complex and families often have many issues to
resolve in order to achieve reunification with
their child(ren). They benefit greatly from an
efficient court process to disposition in that they
are then able to have the time needed to com-
plete their case plans and achieve reunification.

Contra Costa County has grown significantly in pop-
ulation over the years. The number of cases
referred to court and set for contest has also
increased significantly.3 This increase in the num-
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ber of cases and contests impacts the court process
in a number of significant ways.

• Each court hearing requires the presence of a
court worker, along with county counsel, the
parents and their attorneys, and minor’s coun-
sel. Anyone who has been involved in a court
process can appreciate the amount of time each
hearing requires, both for preparation and
appearance. This impacts our clients in the
areas of acquiring transportation to get to court
and absences from jobs due to required court
appearances.

J U V E N I L E C O U R T P R O C E S S I N
S A N M AT E O C O U N T Y

My research in San Mateo County focused on
answering the question: “What is it that they are
doing differently?” I wanted the opportunity to
examine their court process for possible implemen-
tation in Contra Costa County CFS. I visited their
county and their juvenile court. My interviews
included court supervisors, ER workers, court
workers, court officers, and their county counsel
liaison. I observed detention hearings and juris/
dispo hearings. San Mateo County has a number of
processes that they believe have increased their
effectiveness in court and decreased their timelines
to disposition. The four specific areas are: 1) the
juris/dispo report, 2) the detention report and emer-
gency response worker’s appearance at the deten-
tion hearing, 3) the centralized court officer func-
tion, and 4) the county counsel liaison.

1. The Juris/Dispo Report – San Mateo County

San Mateo County has a combined jurisdiction/dis-
position (juris/dispo) hearing and report. They cred-
it a major part of their success in achieving disposi-
tion in such a timely manner to the combined

report. They have been using this report for approx-
imately 13 years. The juris/dispo hearing is set at
detention. Statute dictates that jurisdiction may be
heard up to 15 days from detention. If parties are
willing to waive time, the hearing could occur after
that timeframe. The combined juris/dispo report
gives the court evidence to support the allegations
in the petition and offers the court the child welfare
agency’s social study of the family and their recom-
mendations as to the disposition of the case.

The advantage of this report and process are signifi-
cant. The court and all parties are given evidence
on the case and the position/recommendations of
the department at the beginning of the process,
allowing the case to be resolved more quickly. It is
significant that jurisdiction is achieved in a timely
manner, which effects time for reunification as dis-
cussed above.

2. The Detention Report and Emergency
Response Worker Appearance at the
Detention Hearing – San Mateo County

The emergency response (ER) investigation forms
the basis for dependency cases. Allegations
described in the petition are derived from the ER
investigation. A significant component to the court
process is the detention hearing. It is at the hearing
that the child welfare agencies ask the court to
detain a child. The information obtained by the ER
worker during the course of the investigation pro-
vides the basis for the request. A thorough investi-
gation provides more solid allegations of abuse
and/or neglect. A thorough investigation and report-
ing of that investigation also helps the court worker
prepare the case. The investigation of the case is
therefore critical to the court process and can assist
greatly in the timely disposition of a case and the
reason it became a part of my research project.
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San Mateo County CFS requires their ER workers
to prepare a detention report, which includes a list-
ing of evidence and witnesses. This report is pre-
sented to the court at the detention hearing. The
detention report forms the basis for the jurisdiction-
al part of the juris/dispo report. By providing
detailed evidence, the report facilitates the court
worker’s preparation of the case as well as the
request of the court to detain the child by support-
ing the allegation. It also describes in great detail
the evidence needed by the court to make the find-
ing of detention.

ER workers in San Mateo County appear on behalf
of the department for the detention hearing. This is
helpful for a number of reasons: a) the ER worker is
the individual who conducted the original investi-
gation and determined the need for removal and/or
court involvement, b) the request for court involve-
ment is determined by their understanding of the
allegations as described in the petition to the court,
and c) parties to the case have a right to cross-
examine the preparer of the report. The fact that the
ER worker is present for the detention hearing and
can directly answer the court’s questions helps to
facilitate the hearing process.

3. Centralized Court Officer Function – 
San Mateo County

The court officers’ function in the court process is
significant. It is their job to support the worker in
court and to ensure that department policy is being
followed in the court process. The quality of their
assistance to staff and their interactions with the
court directly affect the court process.

The court officers in San Mateo County are central-
ized. That differs from Contra Costa County, where
the court officers are assigned to the district offices.

San Mateo County finds the centralization of their
court officers to be advantageous for the following
reasons:

• The court officers are able to communicate with
one another regarding court-related issues.
They keep one another advised of issues and
are able to easily discuss departmental policy in
relation those issues. They respond consistently
and quickly to the court in relation to depart-
ment policy and procedure. This consistency
and timely response to issues raised is believed
to enhance the agency’s relationship with the
court.

• In San Mateo County, the court officer writes
the petitions for the detention hearing. This
ensures uniformity of language on the petition,
which is appreciated by the court. This also
helps to facilitate the court process by avoiding
delays, which can occur when petitions are writ-
ten in a manner which do not conform to law.

4. County Counsel Liaison – San Mateo County

The relationship between child welfare agencies
and their county counsel is another critical compo-
nent to the court process. The Office of the County
Counsel is the child welfare agency’s attorney in
court. The court process is greatly enhanced by
clear communication and cooperation between
these agencies. This relationship therefore became
another factor of my research into improving the
court process.

San Mateo County has a county counsel liaison,
employed by county counsel. County counsel in San
Mateo does not have a separate juvenile division.
Their county counsels handle every variety of
cases. Their liaison serves the function of receiving
the report from the department, assists in prepara-
tion of witnesses, and prepares the county counsel
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assigned to the case for the court hearing. They also
work with the department on preparation of the
court report. San Mateo County reports a very good
relationship with their county counsel; one that they
feel greatly supports them in their court process.
Much of the quality of this relationship is attributed
to the function of the liaison position described
above.

R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S

1. The Juris/Dispo Report and Process

Contra Costa County is in the process of imple-
menting the juris/dispo report and process. Our
bench recognizes the issues related to the delays in
our court process and is looking to the juris/dispo
process as a significant way to address this issue.
CFS has been designated by the bench to facilitate
the implementation of the juris/dispo report and
process. The implementation process is significant.
Our agency is meeting with the public and private
bar and county counsel to discuss this policy
change in our county. There are significant con-
cerns from staff regarding this change. Concerns
from staff include the impact on their workload due
to the time required at the beginning of the case to
prepare the combined report. These concerns are
being discussed and addressed in a number of
ways, including increasing staff, and identifying
and designating many tasks that are now completed
by social workers to other staff such as social work-
er assistants or clerical personnel.

2. The Detention Report and ER Worker
Appearance at the Detention Hearing

There is no question that the detention report is a
valuable document. It is also greatly beneficial for
the detention hearing to be handled by the ER

worker as opposed to the court worker. There may
come a time when Contra Costa County decides to
implement these changes in our county; however,
the implementation cannot occur at this time for a
number of reasons. Those reasons include the need
for additional staff to support the process and the
time and focus necessary to support the implemen-
tation of the juris/dispo report. In lieu of implemen-
tation of the detention report, our county is taking a
close look at our own investigation narrative and
ER investigation. A sub-committee out of our pro-
gram committee has been formed to look at the ER
investigation and investigation narrative. Our goal
is to achieve consistency and quality in our investi-
gation narratives, and to ensure support of the
detention process. We are also defining “best prac-
tices” for ER investigations in our county as part of
this process. A follow-up to the conclusions and
product from this committee will be training for
staff on enhanced policy and procedure for ER
workers.

3. Centralized Court Officer Function

An advantage to a decentralized court officer func-
tion is their involvement in the district offices. Our
court officers are each assigned to a particular dis-
trict office and have their offices located in the dis-
tricts. They are able to assist workers with the
preparation of their reports and to answer ques-
tions. The workers appreciate their involvement in
the cases and the assistance they offer both in and
out of court. The court officers meet monthly with
the policy analyst assigned to juvenile court to
ensure clear communication regarding court issues
and policy and procedure related to court.

As stated above, court officers in San Mateo County
prepare the petition to the court in order to ensure
uniformity of language. Contra Costa County is a
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larger county than San Mateo and implementation
of this process would be very difficult. Our county
counsel provides training for workers in the writing
of petitions, which helps to achieve our goal of
well-written petitions to the court.

4. County Counsel Liaison Position

Contra Costa County Office of the county counsel
has a separate juvenile division, with an assistant
county counsel in charge. They handle dependency
cases and LPS cases. The deputies assigned to the
juvenile division prepare their own cases and
arrange for witnesses. They also work closely with
the workers in preparing the cases. There does not
appear to be a need for that particular job function
in Contra Costa County. Yet, the relationship
between these agencies should be ignored. The
relationship between the juvenile court, public and
private bar, county counsel, and child welfare is
significant. Good relationships enhance any process
and the court is no exception. San Mateo Children
& Family Services reports a very good relationship
with their bench and opposing counsel. They
attribute some of their success in moving cases
through the system to these good relationships.

Contra Costa County has in place a number of regu-
lar monthly meetings with the bench and public
and private bar directed toward resolving conflict
and discussion of policy issues. My job as program
analyst assigned to juvenile court includes acting as
liaison with juvenile court, county counsel, the
public and private bar, and CASA. I work directly
with representatives from these entities, discussing
and resolving issues related to policy and procedure
in court. Our agency organizes and participates in
forums and cross-trainings with our county counsel.
Our county counsel deputies provide office hours in
our district offices for workers and assist with train-

ing for workers. In combination, this has enhanced
our relationships with one another. There will be
continued efforts in this area.

C O N C L U S I O N

I greatly appreciated the opportunity given to me to
participate in the BASSC Training. I particularly
appreciate being allowed to write and conduct my
own project on the dependency process. For the
many reasons described above, this project was
very timely for our county. I was given the opportu-
nity to visit another county that had established a
number of effective court processes that ensure
quick timelines to disposition. It gave me a “big
picture” of how the implementation of those
processes could ultimately work.

There are differences that must be considered when
comparing the two counties. San Mateo is a smaller
county with different staffing issues and has had
much of their process in place for close to 13 years.
They have had a lot of time to work with their court
and address issues related to that process.

Contra Costa County is now in the throes of imple-
mentation. A year from now, we will be able to mea-
sure our outcomes by utilizing statistics on our cur-
rent court process and timelines. We will be able to
compare past and present. This implementation
involves significant organizational change regarding
how we “do court.” Successful culture change
includes a number of characteristics, as described
by Rebecca Proehl, Ph.D. in Understanding Orga-
nizational Change. These characteristics include: 
a) the need for top managers to support change, but
not to impose specifics; b) having a mission to pro-
vide direction; c) basing change on the organiza-
tional strengths; d) ensuring that the changes are
holistic in that the functions of the agency are inter-
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related; e) ensuring that change is planned and has
clearly defined outcomes; f) ensuring that the tal-
ents of staff are respected by changing power rela-
tionships, reward systems and information access; 
g) identifying stakeholders and focusing attention
on serving their needs; and h) ensuring collabora-
tion between agencies. As we go through the
process of culture change, we are mindful of these
guidelines and are utilizing them as our guiding
principles throughout this process.

A P P E N D I C E S

Contra Costa County Juvenile Court Process
Juvenile Dependency Calendars
Dependency Contests Set By The Courts
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